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Summary: When the Long Night of Solace was destroyed by the most 
advanced piece of equipment ever jury-rigged by man, it took one of 
the last Spartan-II's with it. On the other side of that void, 
Jorge-052 found an unfamiliar universe and a terrifying new enemy, 
but Commander Shepard found a powerful ally and a new hope for 
humanity . 


1 . Chapter 1 

"Tell them to make it count." 

Jorge watched as the lieutenant disappeared below the lip of the 
Covenant Corvette's hangar. Turning away, he slowly walked back to 
the slipspace bomb the crew of the Savannah had jury-rigged to 
destroy the Supercarrier orbiting Reach. The entire bay was quiet as 
a grave, which the Spartan-II found to be fitting for his last 
moments . 

Calmly, knowing these steps would be his last, he walked to the panel 
crudely welded onto the Slipspace drive and began the activation 
procedure that Savannah's technicians had shown him. Jorge pressed 
two buttons and the cylindrical section of the drive began to spin up 
with a black-on-purple glow. Another button, and the energy rotated 
the rear section around its axis, projecting an enormous sphere of 
crackling purple that the Spartan recognized as the doorway into the 
other realm of Spacetime. 

As the energy washed over Jorge, he felt a nudge at his feet. The 
supersoldier looked down to see his helmet, smudged and dirty. The 
orange-gold visor seemed to be looking up at him, begging him to be 
put back on. Jorge reached down and grabbed the helmet, pulling it 
back on his head. It felt good, and as he waited for the blackness to 
take him, the Spartan was at peace. Reach would be 
spared . 



XXX 


_Another day, another hell-hole alien planet_, thought Subject 
Zero . 

The biotic looked up as another Geth dropship screamed through the 
air to dump more of the synthetics into the outpost at the top of the 
hill. Rounds pinged off the rocks covering her position as she 
glanced up at the fortified emplacement. _This sucks, _ she thought, 
_Fuck this shit_. 

Half an hour ago, the squad had landed near the broken research 
facility, and Shepard had ordered her to keep a watch on their backs 
while he and Jacob paved the way through the complex. In the bowels 
of the half-destroyed mountain tunnels, they hadn't found a single 
soul to greet them, until the husks showed up. Dozens of the 
techno-zombies had pulled themselves out of every crevice imaginable 
to assault the squad. Jack's Eviscerator shotgun had become her most 
prized possession at that point. 

After a long trek through the tunnels, Shepard had lead them out into 
the open sunlight to find a squad of Geth waiting for them. The 
synthetics had put down heavy cannons pointing away from the door, as 
though they were going to use the facility as a base. However, when 
the squad arrived, the guns quickly swiveled around to face the small 
door, and the three of them were forced to take cover. 

The big cannons were similar to the type used by colossus bots, so 
they thankfully wouldn't destroy the granite that made up their 
cover, but if one of the squad was caught in the blast, they'd be 
fried almost instantly. Commander Shepard shouted over to her, she 
could barely hear over the rifle fire. 

"WHAT?!" she yelled. 

"I said, lay down a shockwave on that right emplacement!" Shepard 
repeated, pointing to a low wall that several geth were hiding 
behind. He quickly ducked back behind cover as a round hit the rock 
near his helmet. 

Jack looked up at the wall. The heavy cannons were focused on the 
Commander, so she had a free moment to strike. Concentrating on the 
energy within her. Subject Zero clenched her fist three times in the 
motion she had trained herself to make when she wanted to unleash 
hell. The nerves in her spinal cord fired, hitting the trace elements 
of eezo in her body in a specific pattern. 

When she was finished, the biotic energy flew out from her and 
created a series of detonations like a freight train towards the geth 
position. When the purple-blue energy connected, the synthetics were 
thrown to and fro away from their cover, and like champion skeet 
shooters, Shepard and Jacob knocked the majority of them out of the 
air before they ever hit the deck. 

Ducking back behind her cover. Jack smiled and pumped her fist to 
herself. _Gravity's a bitch, _she thought, _and so am I._ 


XXX 



Far above the fighting squad, the Normandy hung in low orbit of 
Circinius III, surveying the planet for any other threats. The 
Artificial Intelligence known as EDI filtered through the data 
available in an attempt to find the source of the geth dropships . The 
craft had managed to avoid the Normandy's sensors in a very familiar 
manner, making the AI very suspicious. She decided to alert Jeff 
"Joker" Moreau before continuing her analysis. 

"Mr. Moreau, I'm detecting an anomaly in the Geth forces arrayed 
against Commander Shepard," said EDI. 

"What kind of anomaly?" came the reply. EDI could "see" the pilot 
through her bridge cams, and his body language subtly changed to 
reflect the onrush of adrenaline as he queried for more 
information . 

"The dropships are evading my sensor scans, " she said flatly, "Their 
patterns seem to indicate a known form of stealth 
technology . " 

"'Known form?'" asked Joker, "Is there a way to counter it?" 

"Data is incomplete, " EDI replied, "but initial analysis suggests 
that their stealth technology mirrors that of the Normandy." 

"So, 'no, '" Joker said, sighing to himself, "Anything else we can 
do?" 

EDI took a millisecond to view the datafeeds again. There was a small 
spike in gamma rays just north of the destroyed research 
facility . 

"There may be a hidden geth base 2 kilometers north of the 
Commander's current location," she told the pilot, "Shepard may wish 
to investigate, if only to stop the arrival of more reinforcements to 
his location . " 

Joker nodded before hitting the groundside comm channel, "Commander, 
we've got a problem." 

"Can it wait?" came the Commander's reply, "We're kind of busy down 
here . " 

"EDI's been analyzing the dropships," said Joker, "and she thinks 
that they may be using a version of the Normandy's stealth 
technology . " 

"That's not something I want to hear," said the Commander, his voice 
booming in the cockpit . 

"How do you think _I_ feel?" asked Joker, throwing his hands up, even 
though the commander couldn't see them, "Good news is that there may 
be a base just north of your location, if you can get to it, then you 
can kick the geth off the planet for your trouble." 

"Much better, Shepard out," came the reply. 

Joker sighed and rubbed his face for a moment before returning to the 
delicate task of piloting the Normandy. EDI spent a few runtimes 
observing him while she continued her analysis of the data from the 



planet. Everything seemed normal to her sensors, but Geth Dropships 
continued to deliver troops seemingly from nowhere, and, despite her 
guess from before, she was still unsure of exactly where they were 
coming from. 

Suddenly, her sensors were overwhelmed with a massive energy spike, 
and it wasn't coming from the planet. She directed one of the ship's 
exterior cameras to look at a spot 15 kilometers away, and the AI 
witnessed something no being, organic or synthetic, had seen in this 
galaxy. It was a strange cyclone of purple-white light rimming what 
could easily have been mistaken for a black hole. 

"Mr. Moreau, anomaly off the starboard bow!" she said through the 
cockpit comms, and she brought up the external camera's feed in her 
normal holotank. The AI watched as Joker did a doubletake at the 
screen before saying anything. 

"What is _that?_" he asked, incredulous. 

"Unknown, " came the reply, "energy readings are off the 
scale . " 

"Activating stealth drive, " Joker said as he pushed a few buttons on 
his console, "let's hope they won't still see us." 

XXX 

Jorge looked into the strange electroluminescence of Slipspace and 
saw an opening. It had only been fifteen minutes since he'd consigned 
himself to his fate aboard the Ardent Prayer, and the Spartan was 
confused as to the sudden exit from the field that had ripped the 
Long Night of Solace into thirds. The middle section of the large 
ship began to eject orange, crimson, and purple plasma as systems all 
over it exploded from containment losses; Jorge had watched the 
display of energy and color with a certain sense of relief that he 
wouldn't have to personally kill every covenant soldier aboard the 
wrecked ship. 

Now he was wondering if his acceptance of his end had been too early, 
as the opening in slipspace grew larger, showing a predominantly 
green planet in their path. The Spartan contemplated his odds of 
survival in a covenant ship he knew nothing about, with mostly-fried 
engines and a very dead crew, versus a broken pelican with some 
amount of survival equipment in it. 

Choosing familiar UNSC tech over the Covenant equivalent yet again, 
Jorge began scrambling past the still-active slipspace bomb into the 
cockpit of the pelican. The thruster gimbal had been shot to pieces 
only minutes ago, but he reckoned that if he could at least get the 
dropship out of the hangar, his chances of surviving a planetfall 
would go up significantly. 

The pilot's seat was a tight fit for the big S-II, but he managed to 
spin up the engine just as the covenant corvette broke fully into 
realspace. Unlike most slipspace exits, this one struck him like the 
hard thump of entering atmosphere, and Jorge wondered just how close 
the ship was to the green planet as he put the pelican to full 
throttle . 


Not very much happened, as the UNSC ship had taken much more damage 



than the Spartan had originally thought, but before he had time to 
react, Jorge was thrown into his seat as the corvette rotated in 
space and the hangar door pointed towards the planet below. The 
massive gravity of the world took hold of the pelican and pulled it 
out of the hangar, backwards. 

In freefall, Jorge had nothing to do but hold on as the dropship spun 
about in the increasingly thickening atmosphere of the new world. 
Keeping his head cool, and using what motions he could with what 
remained of the Pelican's stabilization gear, Jorge managed to point 
the cockpit of the pelican on the horizon, and friction began to heat 
up the thick underside of the damaged craft. 

He did what he could to stabilize the pelican, and it began a bizarre 
sort of glide towards the planet's surface, with its stubby wings 
providing only a fraction of the lift required to fly. 

As the craft was buffeted around, and the altimeter showed no signs 
of slowing, the Spartan realized that despite his reluctance to leave 
behind his equipment, and his gun, the odds of surviving the fall 
from space were rapidly diminishing. After a moment to set a distress 
beacon and open the rear cargo door, Jorge lifted himself from his 
seat to enter the rear section of the pelican. Wind whistled past the 
open door and the slipspace bomb, pushing and pulling him around the 
cargo area. The S-II hobbled over to the emergency kits to see if 
there was something, anything, he could use to slow his fall to the 
planet below. The only thing in the craft was a standard AE-12 
parachute, designed for a normal pilot. 

Jorge quickly determined how much weight the parachute was designed 
for, versus how much he actually weighed. The results would not be 
pretty, but the Spartan hoped that his enhanced durability would 
mitigate the amount of damage he would undoubtedly receive. 

The pack wouldn't fit over his shoulders, so Jorge did the next best 
thing, he grabbed as many of the straps as he could, and used the 
Mjolnir armor controls to lock his fist into place, just in case he 
was knocked unconscious. Parachute in hand, the Spartan edged his way 
past the now-dead slipspace bomb, and leapt from the craft. 

He was easily 10 miles from the surface of the world, and the lack of 
anything around him meant that Jorge could turn and look back at the 
crashing ships. The Long Night of Solace was plummeting towards the 
unknown planet, its exposed decks catching fire in the atmosphere. 

The corvette. Ardent Prayer, was in considerably better shape, though 
it still fell like a rock towards the planet. 

Jorge turned back towards the surface of the world and angled his 
body like an aerodynamic surface. With a little luck, he would be 
able to angle for a body of water or some trees to slow his fall 
after the parachute deployed, because while the pack was strong 
enough to not break, its surface area would not slow him enough to 
make a safe landing anywhere else. 

XXX 

"EDI, what exactly are we looking at?" asked Joker's voice through 
the comms . Commander Kirk Shepard paused in his assault on the geth 
fortification to look skyward. In the milky grey sky, he could just 
see a black spot of whirling energy near where his HUD told him the 



Normandy would be. 


EDI's smooth voice continued their conversation, apparently oblivious 
to the fact that he was listening. "It looks like... a ship," she 
said, "unknown classif icat ion, and heavily damaged. Magnifying 
available image." 

On his HUD, Shepard could see a small view of what they were looking 
at appear in an unobtrusive place. The "ship" was almost nothing like 
he'd ever seen. For a start, it was purple, and its flowing lines 
resembled something like a salarian craft, or perhaps the Destiny 
Ascension, but it seemed much bigger. Of course, to his navyman ' s eye 
it was also very broken, as though the front and rear sections had 
been sheared off, so there was no way to tell how big it really 
was . 

Jacob pushed forward into the gun emplacement, biotically throwing 
two synthetics into the heavy walls before gunning down a third with 
his heavy pistol. He looked back at the Commander, then followed his 
gaze skyward, holding his hand up to shield his eyes from the sun. 

The ex-marine's jaw dropped to the ground as he saw the speck that 
was the strange ship begin to grow in the sky. At the rate it was 
approaching, Shepard could tell it was in total freefall. His HUD ' s 
computer calculated the trajectory as it fell, and a destination 
appeared on the ground just north of their location. The Commander 
grinned under his facemask. 

"Looks like that crash is going to do our job for us, " he said before 
spotting something else in the sky. Upon receiving input from his 
neural lace, his HUD magnified on a smaller flaming object beneath 
the massive ship. The Commander could barely make it out, but it 
looked very much like another, fully intact ship. This one was 
significantly smaller, and shaped like an eel, its atmospheric 
resistance pushing it in the opposite direction of the bigger 
ship . 

After a few moments, Kirk's attention was torn away from the oddity 
as the destroyed larger craft finally impacted the surface of 
Circinius III, leaving behind a massive explosive cloud. 

Joker's voice came through over the comms, "Energy readings normal 
Commander, whatever that thing was, it completely obliterated the 
Geth base . " 

"I copy. Joker, send the Kodiak for a evac and a sweep," Shepard 
replied before directing his squad, "Alright, everybody, mount up. 
It's time to clean up some Geth." 

XXX 

_Parachute deployed, _ thought Jorge as he hung upside down from the 
chute's straps, _Now what?_ 

The surface of the world was approaching fast, and Jorge was still 
looking for a decent landing zone. The forests directly below him 
looked enticing, but he could also see large patches of rock jutting 
up through the foliage. Hitting one of those would likely stop the 
S-II dead, which would hurt. 

He looked further towards the crashsite of the Long Night of Solace, 



in between his location and the burning wreck, Jorge spotted a small 
lake. Even though he was a mile up, he decided that it would likely 
be his only option for survival, especially when the beacon in the 
pelican appeared on his HUD in roughly the same direction. 

The lake's dark blue water suggested that it would be deep enough to 
catch him, and as the Spartan pulled on the straps to aim himself as 
best he could, he unlocked his armored gauntlet. The earlier 
precaution would cause him to overshoot if he held on, since the 
chute was not very good at steering, especially with the harness not 
properly attached. Looking down, Jorge calculated his current 
velocity based on the tiny shadow he could see of himself on the 
ground. He would have to let go at a precise moment to land in the 
center of the lake. 

_3...2...1, _Jorge thought as he let go of the parachute. The nearly 
unbreakable kevlar weave of the cloth instantly fluttered and dropped 
with him as soon as there was no anchor weight, but the big 
Spartan-II's lack of air resistance meant he was rapidly pulling away 
from it. 

As he sped towards the ground, Jorge was relieved to see that his 
calculations had been correct, and that he would hit the lake dead 
center. He set about increasing pressure of the Mjolnir armor's gel 
layer to maximum, and locking the liquid crystal layer as much as 
possible before he hit the surface of the water. He would sink like a 
stone, but the suit would keep him alive long enough to get to the 
edge of the lake. 

The Spartan watched as the water rushed towards him, when a craft 
sped by at a velocity close to the speed of sound. Jorge didn't even 
feel a thump as his helmet smacked into the door of the shuttle, 
knocking him unconscious. 

XXX 

"What the _FUCK? ! shouted Jack as the Kodiak shuttle rocked from 
the side impact. The door next to her had bent inwards like an 
antique can of sardines, ruining the normally air-tight seals of the 
craft . 

"Pilot, are you trying to kill us?" demanded Shepard into his comm as 
he banged on the door between the cockpit and the passenger 
area . 

"Something hit us, sir!" said the pilot as the craft slowed, "I 
didn't see a thing on the scopes." 

"Whatever it was, it's in the lake now," Jacob said as they kept 
flying. He had opened the other door. The wind whipped past him, 
threatening to tear him out despite his deathgrip on one of the 
shuttle's interior handles. 

The Commander joined him at the door to look back. Ripples in the 
lake were spreading out from the center. Whatever had hit them must 
have been big to make that much of a splash. 

"We'll be fine," came the pilot's voice over the comms, "I'll drop 
you off at the LZ and do a systems check. Then I'll radio the 
Normandy for a lower fly-by to pick us up." 



"Wilco, pilot," replied Shepard, as he got back in his seat. The 
shuttle was almost at the crashsite, and as they put down, the 
Commander took a quick look at the damage to the opposite door. The 
impressions from the impact had a the vague shape of a head and 
shoulders, with a brown, red, and yellow smear of paint transfer. 
_That ' s odd, _Kirk Shepard thought as he looked at the bent metal, 
but he quickly removed the thoughts from his mind as he readied for 
the sweep of the impact site. 

xxxxxxx 

Thank you for starting with me on this new journey into both Mass 
Effect and Halo. As the narrative flows into being, I hope to capture 
as much of the wonder, action, adventure, comedy, drama, and wry 
self-depreciation of both of the series that have inspired me to 
write this story. I will answer any questions posed to me in a review 
or message as best I can on the next update's footnotes. I hope that 
you all enjoy reading this story as much as I have enjoyed writing 
it . 


2 . Chapter 2 

Jorge slowly dragged himself out of unconsciousness to find that he 
was at the bottom of the lake. The light from the local sun barely 
penetrated to this depth, and in the gloom of the deep water, the 
Spartan activated his helmet lights. The sudden change in light 
levels caused the local aquatic life to scatter, leaving only fine 
trails of disturbed silt in their wakes. 

Standing up, Jorge did a quick self-assessment. His head and back 
felt as if he'd been hit by a warthog driving at full speed, and, if 
his chronometer was anything to go by, he had been out for several 
minutes. Despite the dull throbbing from the impact, the big Spartan 
was relieved for the short interval, as anything significantly more 
than an hour would have drained his air supply and brought him to an 
agonizing end. 

100 meters deep, Jorge turned 'uphill' and began a slow stride toward 
the edge of the lake. The sediment beneath him grasped at his boots 
with every step, but the Spartan continued on towards the light of 
the surface. 

As his head erupted from the water, Jorge surveyed his surroundings, 
looking for the beacon attached to the Pelican bomb. On his HUD, a 
waypoint directed him roughly towards the wreckage of the _Long Night 
of Solace_, and the Spartan set off towards the crash. He was going 
to need whatever he could salvage if he was going to survive until 
friendly forces found him. 

Jorge crossed a solid 2 kilometers filled with distinctly alien 
vegetation before seeing any sign of the Pelican. It had crashed 
largely on its side, leaving a fairly deep crater in the center the 
bare patch of land he found it in. The craft was crumpled to just 
over 2/3 of its original size from the massive impact, the cockpit 
was a mess of shattered glass and bent metal, and the slipspace bomb 
was broken into easily a hundred pieces scattered around the 
wreck . 



Cautiously, Jorge approached. Pelican dropships ran on a highly 
volatile fuel stored in wing-mounted tanks. While one of the stubby 
wings had obviously been torn away, the other was still there, and 
was likely draining itself onto the hot soil. 

As he neared the dropship, it became clear to the Spartan that he had 
little time to recover any useful equipment. A small fire began to 
spring up near one of the dropship 's rear engines, and it was slowly 
snaking towards the fuel-loaded wing. Wasting no time, Jorge used his 
immense strength to tear the remains of the Pelican's cargo door away 
and hurried towards the firewall separating him from the broken 
cockpit . In the equipment racks were his M247H Heavy Machine Gun and 
the Mjolnir Mark IV/LBE-A Fieldcase; the items were light and 
familiar in his hands, making him feel a little better about the 
situation . 

Jorge took a gamble on his time to pull off an overhead panel in the 
Pelican's cargo bay. Behind it lay a beeping armored box about the 
size of a Combat LAN Radio. The S-II carefully disconnected the wires 
attaching it to the dropship and tucked it into a slot in his 
equipment pack. As he squeezed out of the cargo bay, Jorge looked 
towards the engine fire. The flames had nearly reached the wing of 
the craft . 

The Spartan planted his feet and sprinted for the treeline; despite 
the weight he was carrying, his armored legs could carry him nearly 
75kph at full tilt. Behind him, the Pelican detonated, causing his 
shields to flare from the massive heat and overpressure. Jorge 
stopped at the foot of a gnarled tree somewhat like an oak, and he 
surveyed the damage that the explosion had wrought. The ground around 
the craft was blackened from the intense heat, and the metal of the 
pelican had begun to bend into unrecognizable shapes. As he watched, 
the shredded wing crumpled and fell to the ground. 

The wreck would likely attract sentients, if they existed on this 
planet, so Jorge was quick to dive deeper into the forest. Circling 
around behind the treeline to head towards the Long Night of Solace, 
the Spartan stopped when a high-pitched whine began to build in the 
distance. As he watched, crouching beneath the dense canopy, a ship 
streaked by towards the impact site. It was difficult to make out 
through the dense canopy, but Jorge recognized some of the lines of a 
Covenant Phantom dropship. He gritted his teeth. He could take being 
stranded, but if one Covie bastard had survived the wreck, he was 
ready to shove his armored boot down its throat. 

Heavy gun in hand, Jorge set off at a trot towards the 
wreck . 

XXX 

Jacob Taylor had seen a lot of classified material in his time with 
both the Alliance and Cerberus, but this ship was definitely on the 
list of things he had never seen or heard of. The remains of the 
kilometers-long ship had completely obliterated the Geth base, and 
when the Kodiak had landed, the strike team quickly discovered that 
the interior of the ship was honeycombed with human-sized passages 
and bizarre ductwork. 


"Taylor, you're on point," Commander Shepard said, pointing into a 
corridor that hadn't been completely smashed in. "Jack and I will 



follow with heavy support. Scatter guns out, everybody." 

The sound of shotguns unfolding and clicking into position filled the 
air as Jacob pushed aside a curtain of hanging electrical conduits. 
Stepping into the ship, the Ex-Marine was rather put off to find that 
the floor, walls, and ceiling were colored in a number of different 
shades of purple. He _hated _purple. 

Jack and the Commander followed close behind him, but the passage was 
blocked several meters in by a vaguely trapezoidal door. There was no 
obvious lock or handle, not even a holographic switch. Jacob searched 
for a button to push, but felt nothing. He turned back towards 
Shepard . 

"Commander, I don't think we're getting-" he was cut off by a massive 
spray from a conduit in the wall. The heat coming off of the venting 
gases hurt like a sonofabitch, but as he ducked away, the door 
slackly opened. 

"Well, nevermind, " he said flatly as he slowly pushed the door 
completely into the bulkheads. Its multi-panel construction was 
remarkably unfamiliar, but it made some level of sense for the shape 
of the opening. He made a mental note about its construction before 
moving on. 

Past the door, the corridor opened up into a massive room lined with 
flickering pink and purple lights. In the center stood a dais with 
what looked like a simple rhombus of blue-gray metal floating behind 
glass. Concentric circles of what could only be... pews... surrounded 
the raised platform. 

The metal shard spun in place, glowing with a strange, inner light. 

As Jacob approached the center of the room, it seemed to follow his 
movements. The Ex-Marine was wary of an ambush, and repeatedly 
checked the high ceiling for a hidden enemy or watching auto-turret, 
but the room was disturbingly silent, and he felt himself being drawn 
to the shard. There was an odd sensation in his teeth, as though the 
object was emitting a mass effect field that rebounded off his 
implants . 

"Whatever species this ship belongs to," said Jacob, "It looks like 
they... worship Prothean technology." As he took a step towards the 
center of the room, reaching out to touch the shard. 

A hand grabbed Jacob from behind, pulling him away from the pedestal. 
He turned to find Shepard dragging him back. 

"I've seen this show before," he said, pointing to his head, 
referencing his first encounter with a Prothean Beacon, "You don't 
want to touch that thing." 

The metal object continued to emit its strange energy as Shepard 
directed the strike team away from the center of the "chapel" and 
into an adjacent corridor. Like before, the door refused to open, but 
this time, Jacob was prepared. Using his finely honed Biotic talents, 
the Cerberus Operative created a mass effect field at the bottom of 
the door. He lifted his hand in the motion he'd been trained to pull 
opponents up and out of cover. The door was slowly forced open, 
accompanied by the hiss of escaping gasses. 



The strike team entered the new corridor; it was considerably longer 
than the passageway that had given them access to the ship, and after 
what felt to Jacob like a kilometer of no obstructions, a cavernous 
split in the ship's hull gave them a glimpse of the outside world. 
Smoke continued to rise from the burning sections of the ship, but 
through the haze, Jacob spied a familiar object. 

"Commander, look, " he said, pointing out of the massive gap in the 
wall . 

Between the two curved sections of the alien ship, the distinctive 
insectoid curves of a low Geth structure poked up from the ground. 

The separation between the fore and aft halves of the ship had saved 
a small piece of the hidden installation. 

"Good eyes, Jacob, " replied Shepard before he leaned over to inspect 
the cavernous drop that lay before them, "Think we can get down 
there? " 

Behind him. Jack crept forward to look over the edge. "Looks like 
_you_ can jump down a level at a time to get to the outer hull, " she 
said with a smirk, "see you assholes at the bottom!" 

The powerful biotic backed away to take a running start. She darted 
forward and propelled herself away from the purple bulkhead; at the 
apex of the jump, her tattooed body was surrounded by a blue glow, 
gently carrying her down to the waiting exterior of the 
ship . 

XXX 

Jorge reached the edge of the crater that contained the _Long Night 
of Solace_ and stopped running to survey the area. The ship had 
impacted largely on its port side, and was beginning to collapse from 
the massive damage that both the impact and the high heat of 
exploding plasma conduits had inflicted upon it. The Spartan frowned 
behind his visor. The ship would take days for him to clear by 
himself; even broken as it was, the CSO-class Supercarrier was still 
enormous . 

Ultimately, it didn't matter, as the S-II was determined to secure 
the planet from Covenant intrusions so that he could get down to the 
business of survival on this alien world. He climbed over the low lip 
of the crater and began his approach to the burning hulk. 

At the center of the wreck, roughly where the _Ardent Prayer_ had 
been when Jorge first activated the slipspace bomb, the Spartan 
noticed that the wreckage was not solely that of the _Long Night of 
Solace_. Here and there, pancaked underneath pieces of Covenant hull 
plating, strange, purple-grey panels and odd coils of cable were 
strewn about the crash site. Jorge began wondering if perhaps the 
planet wasn't entirely uninhabited. 

He put his heavy machine gun down and pulled a panel off of the 
ground. It was like nothing he'd ever seen. Human or Covenant. The 
metal curved naturally, like a Covie panel, but it wasn't nearly as 
durable. The S-II could bend it with just his fingers, something 
normally impossible to accomplish, even with standard Titanium-A 
batt leplate . 



Jorge's analysis was cut short by the pulse and whine of what sounded 
very much like Plasma Rifle fire. Grabbing his weapon, the Spartan 
climbed over the wreckage towards the noise. As he crested a bent 
section of hull, the sight that greeted him was not anything that 
he'd been expecting. 

A trio of humans had taken up defensive positions behind crumpled 
pieces of purple hull. Two wore very little in the way of armor, but 
all were armed with strange scatterguns that seemed to pulse rounds 
with a distinctly blue glow. 

However, between Jorge and the humans was group of beings that seemed 
to defy classif icat ion . These aliens walked upright, with a gait 
vaguely reminiscent of a Covenant Elite, but they possessed heads 
that reminded the Spartan of bizarre flashlights. Their bodies were 
lean and sinewy, with perfectly aligned, bulging muscle fiber exposed 
to the air. Jorge realized that their guns were making the noise that 
had attracted him, but they shot obviously solid projectiles as 
well . 

After a moment's confusion, the Spartan decided that if he was going 
to figure out where he was, he would probably get more answers from 
the humans. He leveled his gun and opened fire. 

The M247H Heavy Machine Gun, heavily modified to be more portable and 
useful for the big S-II, fired 12.7mm slugs backed by 270 grains of 
Nitrocellulose to achieve an average muzzle velocity of over 1500 
meters per second, something the crew of the Normandy, had they 
known, would have laughed at. Even the M-8 Avenger, standard alliance 
issue, fired rounds at easily 4 times that velocity. These bullets 
were big, and they were slow. 

Unfortunately for the nearly 2 dozen Geth targets that Jorge was 
firing at, these 150g, hyperdense rounds were moving too slow for 
their finely tuned Kinetic Barriers to properly detect and deflect. 

As the first 12.7mm slug hit a platform, it passed through the shield 
almost completely unimpeded, punching a skull-sized hole out of the 
other side of the synthetic. It went down in a spray of white 
conductive fluid, and the others soon followed. 

When Jorge let off the trigger a few seconds later, the field had 
been completely cleared of the strange beings. 

In the distance, he saw the one armored human get up from behind 
cover. The figure waved and held his scattergun at a parade ready 
position, signalling that he was not hostile. Jorge was wary, and he 
approached cautiously, careful not to appear too threatening, but he 
kept the M247's barrel up all the same. As the Spartan came closer, 
he noticed that the man's armor was unlike anything he'd ever seen in 
the UNSC. Appearance-wise, it bore a vague similarity to his own 
Mjolnir armor, but it looked much lighter and was colored a dark grey 
with red and white stripes down the right arm. Jorge imagined that it 
likely marked him as a squad leader, but he had no clue as to what 
military or paramilitary organization, as the only other 
distinguishing characterist ic was a red "N7" emblazoned on his right 
pectoral armor. 

"I'm Commander Kirk Shepard of the Normandy SR-2," he said, "Who are 
you? " 



XXX 


The Commander regarded the massive humanoid that approached with a 
cautious confusion. It was as big as a Krogan, but it walked like a 
human, despite an unnaturally smooth gait. The gun it carried was 
built like an antique from before the Prothean discovery on Mars. Its 
bulky armor was a shade of brown with yellow and red caps on the 
upper body. Its faceplate was an opaque orange, and the commander 
wasn't sure what to make of the overall design. It seemed vaguely 
familiar, distinctly human, and yet, completely unknown. 

The humanoid stood completely still after being questioned. It was 
unsettling that something this big seemed to not even move while it 
breathed. Shepard was reminded of the unnatural stillness of Geth 
platforms, and he tensed his body in preparation for a running 
firefight with the creature. 

Moving slowly, the humanoid placed its gun on the ground and lifted 
its arms to its head. After a moment, the limbs returned with its 
helmet, revealing a male human face. Behind Shepard, Jacob took a 
step back while Jack tilted her head to the side in confusion. 


"Nice to meet you. Commander Shepard, my name is Jorge, " he said with 
a mild hungarian accent . The Commander scrutinized the face they'd 
been presented with. The man possessed a closely shaved scalp with a 
brown stubble-beard and groomed mustache. His heroically square jaw 
was complemented by a light scar that ran down the right side of his 
face from forehead to cheek. His brown eyes held no obvious ill 
intentions, but there was no reason to not be cautious around a man 
who looked like he could take a tank head-on and win. 

"What _are _you?" asked Jack, in her usual, to-the-point 
manner . 

"I'm not sure what you mean," replied Jorge as he looked down at the 
squad. The gigantic man remained completely still, but exuded a sense 
of unease as he waited for clarif icat ion . 


Shepard was quick to take over the line of dialogue. He had a feeling 
they would need to be diplomatic. "What my squad member means is, 
"we've never seen a human like you,"" he said, "where do you come 
from? " 


"My home planet is Reach, in the Epsilon Eridani system, " he said, 
and his answer was met with confusion. 


Jacob dutifully kept his mouth shut, but Jack blurted out, "Never 
heard of it, " before the Commander could find a word to politely ask 
what he was talking about. 

Jorge furrowed his brow and brought his hand up in a "hold on a 
second" gesture. Both Shepard and Jacob tensed for an attack, but the 
hand quickly reached around behind the armored man and pulled at what 
the Commander suddenly realized was a backpack. Jorge pulled the pack 
off and opened one of the slots. Inside was what looked like a 
digital datapad with the letters "UNSC" embossed on the back. He 
began tapping on the black screen and after a few moments, turned the 
datapad around to show a starchart. It was a picture of the Orion 
Spur with a location marker for Earth and another for Epsilon 
Eridani. While the system he had pointed to was known, Shepard knew 



for a fact that it hadn't been colonized, as it was too far from any 
Mass Relay to be practical. 

"Hunh, interesting, " said Commander Shepard. He realized instantly 
that this conversation would probably take a while. "Jorge, if it's 
alright, we'd like you to come aboard our ship. There's no telling 
how many Geth are left in-system." 

"Geth?" replied the giant, "What's a Geth?" 

"The robots you just busted with that antique of yours, " said Jack as 
she pointed to Jorge's... turret. Shepard grimaced, wondering if the 
woman had a death wish, or if she was just itching for a 
fight . 

"Interesting," said Jorge as he regarded his gun. He didn't say 
anything else, but the Commander had the sense that he was starting 
to believe that the three of them were crazy. 

"The area's unsecured," said Shepard; he put his hand to his ear to 
signal the Kodiak pilot that they were ready for pick up. As the 
Commander spoke, Jorge began looking around warily, as if he detected 
a threat. It was disturbing to imagine that there was something that 
scared the armor-clad giant, and Shepard took that into account with 
his orders . 

"Enroute, ETA sixty seconds, " said the shuttle pilot on the other end 
of the channel, "Normandy's been flagged for a low orbit pick 


"Roger, " replied Shepard before turning to the rest of the group to 
give orders, "Ex-fil's on its way; Jack, Jacob, secure the 

LZ . " 

Jacob responded like the seasoned veteran he was and moved out to 
cover potential entry points into the area. The wreckage of the alien 
ship had pulverized the ground and the Geth base that had stood here, 
but its strange construction meant that the hull pieces that 
surrounded them were still mostly intact. 

Jack, unfamiliar with military protocol, found a piece of crumpled 
bulkhead to hide behind and pointed her Eviscerator at the nearest 
hole she could see. The powerful shotgun's blasts would easily deter 
any synthetic that happened upon her, but Jorge's obvious wariness 
suggested that something more dangerous was on the field. 

The next minute crawled by as the hum of the shuttle's drives 
increased in volume until it reached a screeching pitch just above 
their heads. As it descended, retro-rockets fired for stabilization 
and the undamaged door opened to let its passengers embark. Jack was 
first on board, and she kept her scattergun pointed out of the bay, 
covering Jacob as he ran for the door. The Ex-Marine lifted himself 
onto the shuttle and waved for Jorge to approach, but the big man 
refused to follow. 

During the wait for the shuttle, he'd replaced his helmet, and he 
clearly knew something that Shepard didn't. The giant picked up his 
machine gun and said, "I've got hostile movement, 10 meters and 
closing . " 



Rather than wonder how he'd detected an enemy that Shepard himself 
couldn't see, the Commander unlimbered his M-lOO grenade launcher to 
cover the shuttle. A dull pounding reached Shepard's ears over the 
thrum of the Kodiak's drives. Before he could pinpoint the noise, the 
sound turned into a loud series of cracks, followed by a low 
roar . 

From inside the hull of the alien ship, a strange, hulking creature 
burst forth between himself and Jorge. It kicked up a cloud of ash 
that obscured the Commander's vision, but he could hear the heavy 
footsteps of the massive creature as it approached his 
position . 

Jack and Jacob, their vision apparently unencumbered, audibly gasped 
over the comms . As Shepard scrambled away from the cloud of ash, he 
got his first glimpse of the hulking monster. It stood nearly 3 
meters tall, and its "skin" was a writhing mass of what looked like 
orange earthworms. The creature was armored nearly from head to toe 
in a blue-green plate metal unlike anything he'd ever seen. 

Meter-long spines protruded from its back and its limbs wielded a 
massive grey shield and what looked like some kind of neon green 
artillery piece. 

Jorge shouted from behind the creature, "Covenant Hunter! Get down!" 
and the low, chattering-rumble of his massive gun filled the air. The 
creature staggered and orange globs of its flesh hit the ground when 
the rounds impacted. Over his initial shock, Shepard fired his 
grenade launcher at the creature. The explosive rounds caused it to 
reel backwards, but it seemed undamaged. A loud roar emanated from 
the creature's worm-like flesh as it raised its massive shield in a 
crushing blow. 

The Commander was nearly pulverized by the beast, but his specialized 
biotic vanguard training allowed him to hastily dodge away using a 
biotic charge. Like a ship using the enormous mass relays that made 
spacefaring so easy, Shepard was translocated ten feet to the right 
nearly instantaneously. The "Hunter," seemingly unfazed by the escape 
of one of its attackers, turned and smashed its shield into the 
ground at Jorge. The big man dodged quicker than Shepard had seen any 
human move, and countered with a headbutt against the creature's own 
armored head. 

The Hunter was stunned for an instant, and Jorge pressed the attack. 
He jammed the barrel of his gun into the creature's unprotected 
stomach and opened fire, point blank. More orange fluids and chunks 
spewed out of the back of the creature, severely wounding it. The 
Hunter raised its now very brightly glowing green cannon as a final, 
desperate attempt to shove its attacker off, but the giant man 
responded by smacking the gun down and punching it in the 
face . 

Shepard saw flesh tear in the creature's neck as it took the blow. 

The armor of its head seemed to flop listlessly to the side, and the 
creature took a staggered step back, its cannon dimming. The 
Commander marveled at the Hunter's ability to keep moving, even after 
taking so much damage, but as Jorge pushed it off his gun, he 
realized that the creature was not a single entity at all. The 
earthworm-like flesh was, in fact, a massive collection of actual 
worms that slithered away from the carcass of the blue-grey 
armor . 



The dust settled as the Commander approached the fallen enemy. Jorge, 
despite the mess that he'd endured, looked perfectly clean as he 
hefted the heavy turret to scan the surrounding area. "There's always 
two, " he said. 

Shepard put his hand on the big man's arm. "Then let's go," he said, 
"We'll strike from orbit in the Normandy and completely obliterate 
this wreck . " 

Jorge looked as if he was going to protest, but reluctantly the big 
man boarded the Kodiak shuttle ahead of Shepard. As the Commander 
entered the craft, he spotted the delta wing profile of the Normandy 
SR-2 in the distance. It would be good to return to the familiar 
again . 

XXX 

The interior of the shuttle was a tad too cramped for Jorge's taste. 
The seats were too small and the ceiling too low for him to sit or 
stand comfortably, so the big Spartan-II decided to crouch over his 
heavy machine gun and wait for the thing to land in the cargo hold of 
what the others had called "The Normandy." A bump followed by a 
sudden stillness told Jorge that they had docked safely, and as the 
door opened, he was the first to get out. 

Hefting the gun, the Spartan took a steady step out onto the clean 
deck of the cargo hold. He had to admit that he hadn't expecting a 
space so small, or so tidy. The area was filled with some kind of 
pumping equipment permanently affixed to the deck in neat rows, and 
the upper sections of the bay contained several racks for deployable 
vehicles. An odd looking craft sat in one. Its catamaran hull was 
flanked by two large turbines, rather like a Hornet VTOL, and it 
sported a large cannon on top of its fuselage. Overall the craft 
seemed very light for its size. 

_A hovertank?_ thought Jorge, _Interest ing . Seems too large for those 
turbines. _ He was still taking in the details when he heard a shout 
from the woman named Jack. 

"Fuck, dude," she said when he turned to look. Her eyes darted back 
and forth between him and the damaged door on the shuttle, "We hit 
_you . 

The Spartan removed his helmet and stepped slowly around the craft to 
get a better look; sure enough, there was a Jorge-sized dent in the 
metal, complete with impressions of his armor and yellow-brown paint 
transfer . 

"Explains why I don't remember hitting the bottom of the lake," he 
said, deadpan. 

Jacob regarded Jorge with a raised eyebrow complementing his 
expression of outright incredulity. The dark-skinned man then shook 
his head, muttering "...weirdest shit I've seen today," before 
turning to join Commander Shepard at what was obviously an elevator 
at the far end of the hold. 


"You can take a hell of a beating," said the tattooed woman. She 
folded her arms with a look of nonchalance; Jorge noticed something 



different in her subtle body language, but his mind quickly refocused 
on the more pressing matter of figuring out how to get back into UNSC 
space. Up until this point, Jorge had been willing to entertain the 
notion that the planet had been home to a potential "lost colony" 
that likely came into existence sometime before the Interplanetary 
War, a conflict that erased an enormous amount of data on 
post-digital space exploration. However, the nature of the Normandy 
was giving him sufficient reason to doubt that idea. 

The Spartan joined Shepard and Jacob in the elevator. Jack remained 
in the cargo hold, which struck Jorge as odd as she didn't seem like 
a technical expert, but it wasn't high on his list of things to 
inquire about. 

The cramped space of the lift made the silence all the more 
uncomfortable, and despite his conditioned resistance to 
claustrophobia, Jorge was relieved when the door opened with a 
"bing." Through the opening, the Spartan could see a massive holotank 
containing an apparently real-time schematic of the Normandy, 
stations all around it were manned by various personnel clad in black 
and white uniforms. The pavillion gave way to a hallway towards what 
Jorge guessed was the cockpit of the ship. His enhanced eyes could 
see a lone chair with a blue hologram next to it. In front of all of 
this, however, stood a raven-haired woman in a white, skin-tight suit 
that left next to nothing to the imagination. Jorge never could 
understand Civvie clothing. 

The woman's arms were folded in irritation as she addressed the 
Commander. "Shepard, the Illusive Man would like to speak with you, 
and your... guest," she said as her eyes rested on Jorge. Her body 
language suggested that she was willing to "escort" both of them if 
either he or Shepard refused to comply, something that amused the big 
Spartan, but he was willing to cooperate regardless. 

The slender woman lead the way to the left, past the crew, who stared 
at Jorge. After 20 years in the field, it wasn't anything new to see 
an ordinary soldier look up at him in awe, and the Spartan gave them 
only cursory glances. _Human enough, I suppose, _ he thought. 

The four of them proceeded through a door into an armory filled with 
more of the strange weapons that Shepard's squad had been wielding. 
There were collections of scatterguns, rifles, pistols, and what 
appeared to be missile launchers on racks throughout the room. Jacob 
unlimbered his weapons, stopped at a terminal, and saluted the 
Commander before turning towards the monitor. Shepard placed his 
shotgun on the table. Jorge hadn't noticed before, but the weapon had 
been folded into a compact rectangle before Shepard put it down. When 
it was undipped from the Commander's armor, it extended into the 
shape Jorge recognized from the planet. It wasn't quite the strangest 
thing the Spartan had seen yet, but it was close. 

The woman pointed at Jorge's portable turret. "You'll need to disarm 
yourself before we can speak with the Illusive Man, " she said. The 
Spartan lifted the gun, considering his options. Shepard tilted his 
head, indicating his preference with his eyes. After a moment's 
thought, he nodded. "Alright," he said, "Your ship, your rules." He 
put the heavy machine gun down with a resounding *thud.* 


The woman turned expertly on her heel and lead Jorge and Shepard 
through another set of doors, revealing a small room with a rounded 



rectangular table in the center. 


"EDI, open a communicat ions line with the Illusive Man," she said, 
and as a soft, female voice replied "Of course. Officer Lawson, " the 
table descended into the floor and a hologrid appeared in its place. 
Shepard strode into the grid with "Officer Lawson, " and motioned for 
Jorge to join them. The Spartan stepped onto the table, wondering if 
perhaps he was about to be teleported, when the world inside the 
hologrid turned black. In front of them, inside the projected world 
of the hologram, sat a well-dressed man with graying hair, smoking a 
cigarette. The view from this man's room was the writhing surface of 
an orange star. Jorge was beginning to suspect that he was very far 
from UNSC space when the man in the chair spoke. 

"Shepard," he said, "Good work destroying the Geth base. While I'm 
sure that the synthetics have probably already cracked the secret of 
the Normandy's stealth technology, the destruction of that facility 
should push back their production by several months, but perhaps I 
should be thanking our new... guest for that." 

The "Illusive Man" took a long drag on the cigarette, and the 
Commander spoke up. 

"An alien ship of some kind flattened the base, " he said, "We found 
Jorge in the wreckage. He took down half a platoon of geth single 
handed . " 

The seated man's expression morphed into one of mild approval as he 
flicked some ashes off the end of his cigarette. However, the woman's 
face turned sour. Between them, Shepard kept speaking. As he finished 
off the description of the events down on the planet, Lawson 
interrupted . 

"This man, Jorge, is incredibly dangerous, " she said, curling one 
fist at her side, "a complete unknown. I want him off the ship." 

The Commander frowned, but the Illusive Man merely waved. The woman 
turned to face him. 

"Miranda, " he said, smiling, "your concern for security is noted, but 
you have to remember exactly what task I've asked you all to 
undertake. Perhaps we could use an ally as powerful as 
Jorge . " 

Miranda continued frowning, but didn't argue further. Clearly, she 
felt her boss was mistaken, though for whatever reason, the Spartan 
had no idea. 

"Come closer, Jorge," the Illusive Man said, "I want to get a better 
look at you." 

The Spartan took a step forward, past Miranda Lawson and Commander 
Shepard. It was difficult to tell through the hologrid, but the man 
seemed to sit with an aura of power, as though he knew his place was 
at the top. It reminded him of Dr. Halsey, though her attitude came 
more from sheer intelligence than wealth or political power. Jorge 
spoke politely. 

"A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Illusive Man, " he said with an 
air of formality. He felt a tad awkward saying the words -Spartan 



training hadn't come with etiquette classes- but the man in the chair 
nodded all the same. "Of course," he replied, "The Commander speaks 
highly of you, but I've never seen a man of your stature, Jorge, 
where are you from? Are there more soldiers like you?" 

The Spartan recalled his earlier conversation with the Commander's 
squad, and started off with the basics. 

"I was born on the planet Reach, in the system Epsilon Eridani, part 
of UNSC territory, " he said, and again, he was met with strange 
stares . 

"Epsilon Eridani," replied the Illusive Man, "I don't think that 
system's been colonized," 

It was Jorge's turn to stare. "What?" he said after a few 
moments . 

The Illusive Man paused for a moment to take another puff. "EDI, 
bring up a hologram of Human Territory in the conference room, " he 
said, "Highlight major human worlds." 

The female voice spoke again from inside the Normandy, "Yes, Illusive 
Man." An image of the Milky Way appeared in view of the hologrid, 
just to the left of the Illusive Man's Chair. As the Spartan watched, 
the image telescoped onto the Orion spur and rough shapes grew from a 
point that he assumed was Sol, encompassing nearly a third of the 
galaxy. The one centered on Earth was colored blue, and labeled 
"Alliance Territory." Another was colored orange and labeled, 
"Terminus Colonies." The third, and final color on the map was spread 
out across several points near the outer-most borders of the Terminus 
Colonies. Each was labeled "Contested." 

Jorge stared in confusion. UNSC territory was roughly the size of 
"Alliance Space," but he had no idea what "Terminus" was. 

"Tell us where you come from, " said the suited man as the hologram 
reprojected itself onto the surface of the grid. Miranda and Shepard 
looked on eagerly. The Spartan put his finger in the holographic 
image a "mere" ten lightyears from Sol. "Reach is here," he said as 
he circled his finger roughly around the blue shape, "and this is 
UNSC territory." 

His declaration was met with no small amount of surprise and 
confusion . 

"That's... That's impossible," said Miranda. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Okay everybody. Chapter 2 is wrapped. <p> 

Looks like monthly updates will be the standard here, as I have a 
tendency to get bogged down by other projects and this wonderful 
thing I have to legally refer to as my day job. 


I look forward to reading all your comments and hope that you enjoy 
this next step in the story. 



3 . Chapter 3 


"Well, that was a thing, " said Joker as he killed the feed from the 
conference room. 

In the hour that they'd spent cruising towards the Circinius Relay, 
Joker had been eavesdropping on what later human historians would 
describe as the second most important extraterrestrial discovery, 
ever. The first being the Prothean ruin on Mars, and the third being 
the First Contact War. 

"Indeed, Mr Moreau," replied EDI, "The possibility that parallel 
universes exist at all has been the cause of speculation for 
physicists over the past 250 years, and the Normandy is now host to 
not only several libraries of potential proof, but also a _resident_ 
of another plane of human existence. It is... quite a "thing."" 

"So, what was all that about humanity fighting a war for survival?" 
the pilot asked, "You think the Reapers exist there, too?" 

EDI did not respond for a few moments, and Joker wondered just how 
much of her processing power had been dedicated to answering the 
question . 

"The data on the tablet computer Jorge gave us access to states that 
Humanity in their universe has been fighting a hegemony of alien 
races bent on the religious domination of the galaxy, " She said, 
"Reapers, Mass Relays, Element Zero, and even the species of 
non-humans _we_ are familiar with do not exist there." 

"That sounds... I- I can't even imagine that," said Joker. He was so 
used to everything the galaxy had thrown at them so far, even Shepard 
coming back from the dead didn't seem all that strange when a 
starship could be catapulted halfway across the galaxy and hit a 
target no bigger than Australia, but the idea of being taken away 
from that and thrown into the world Jorge was from... He couldn't 
come close to comprehending what the big guy was feeling. 

The comm panel in front of the pilot beeped, it was Shepard. 

"We're going to bring Jorge down to medbay, see if there's anything 
we can learn about how different he may be from the rest of us, " the 
Commander said. In moments like these, Shepard had turned to him as a 
familiar face; the Cerberus personnel were largely held at arms 
length, despite the dangerous and stressful nature of their 
assignment . 

"Sounds like a good idea Commander," replied Joker. 

A thought struck him, and it seemed prudent to mention it while he 
had the Commander's ear, "EDI mentioned that the alien races from 
Jorge's universe were set on killing all humans. If he's a veteran 
soldier, how's he going to react when he sees someone like Mordin or 
Garrus ? " 

The line was silent for a few moments. 

"Shepard?" Joker inquired. 

"We're going to have to be gentle with this one," came the reply. 



><p>As Jorge was escorted down to the Normandy's medical bay, a heavy 
surge of emotions began to flood into him. Anger, fear, loneliness, 
depression, resentment. They swirled and twisted around inside him 
like a Maelstrom of boiling hot currents as he turned the situation 
over in his head again and again. <p> 

_The UNSC: gone. Reach: gone, my family: never existed, _ he thought, 
_I was grateful to be alive before, and now... What is there left to 
take from me?_ 

The Spartan's thoughts were interrupted by their arrival in the 
medical wing. Miranda Lawson had departed company to return to her 
quarters, and Shepard eagerly explained to the attending physician 
Jorge's "condition" as a human from an alternate reality. Doctor 
Chakwas, as she was introduced, took a moment to study Jorge in his 
entirety . 

"Can you remove your armor?" she asked, "It will make examination 
easier . " 

The Spartan removed his helmet again and set it down on a nearby 
examination bed. "This is about all I can remove on my own, " he said 
as he remembered his extended family of Spartans and was forced to 
quietly stuff a sudden wash of grief into the back of his mind. 

The Doctor contemplated the structure of his armor for a moment 
before directing him to sit on one of the medical beds so that he 
could be scanned by her "Omni-tool," whatever that was. He politely 
declined. The big man had destroyed enough furniture in his life to 
know that the examination table would not hold his weight. Standing 
there, he felt that he was being regarded by Doctor Chakwas as one 
might consider a stray dog. Caring, but curious as to exactly where 
the guest had been, and not sure whether to trust it. 

The rather matronly woman nodded to Commander Shepard before 
activating an orange holographic device on her arm. As she waved it 
over the Spartan, Jorge found himself intrigued by the device, the 
burst of curiosity temporarily overriding his grief-ridden 
introspection. It was shaped a bit like an old-fashioned clothespin, 
with a curved shield over the arm and a multi-faceted cylinder on the 
hand. The Omni tool pulsed randomly for a few moments before the 
Doctor looked at a readout on her arm and frowned. 

"I'm not getting any readings," she said, "it's almost as though a 
field is repulsing scans." 

Jorge stared in confusion for a moment before remembering precisely 
_why_ he could be difficult to scan. "That's my fault. Sorry," he 
said as he fiddled with his helmet and adjusted his armor's shield 
controls, "Should be fine now." 

The doctor performed the scan again; this time, when she looked at 
the readouts, shock was plainly evident on her face. "Commander, look 
at this," she said, and she waved her glowing hand over a holotank. A 
three-dimensional sculpture of Jorge's body appeared, hovering above 
the surface. The image zoomed in and layers of the hologram peeled 
away, revealing the full extent of his Spartan Augmentations. As he 



looked at the readout, the Spartan initially bristled. The data was 
classified, and civilians should definitely _not _be seeing this. 

Upon further reflection, he felt an altogether unfamiliar emotion 
take hold: apathy. 

It didn't matter what they saw. There was no UNSC here, and no way to 
get back home that he knew of. At the end of the day, there was no 
point in defending the data, especially if it meant starting a fight 
with the first group of humans he'd met. 

Shepard leaned in for a closer look at the hologram, and Doctor 
Chakwas explained the different layers as they peeled away. 

"His musculature is incredibly dense all across the skeletal system. 
I'd say he's at least 7 times stronger than the average Alliance 
Marine," she said, "Neuro-chemical receptors look... altered, as 
though they've been combined with synthetic materials for better 
conduction. His reaction time must be in the _microseconds_. " 

Kirk Shepard raised an eyebrow, as though he believed she was making 
half of it up. "Talk about upgrades," he said, and he pointed at a 
dark section of the hologram, "what's this here? Are these his 
bones ? " 

"Yes, Commander, " replied the Doctor, "The deep scan revealed a 
precise mix of titanium and ceramic materials, like the plates on his 
armor. If I had to guess, I'd say that this was to counteract the 
stresses Jorge's enhanced muscles would put on his skeletal system. 

Am I correct?" 

Jorge looked up. He'd been lost in thought until that moment, but he 
guessed the nature of the question. 

"I don't know all the details of the augmentations," he said, 

"Muscle, bone, nervous systems, growth hormones. It happened years 


"This is amazing. He's just as biologically human as you or me, but 
this level of augmentation is completely beyond anything we've ever 
managed, " said Doctor Chakwas as she quietly turned back to the 
image. Commander Shepard left her side to address the 
Spartan . 

"Jorge, I can't imagine what you're going through," he said, 
"Everything you've left behind, all of this new information to take 
in. Hell, _I_ was clinically dead for two years, and this is 
completely out of my realm of experience." 

Jorge furrowed his brow for a moment at the absurdity of the 
statement. "It's... it's fine. Commander," he said, "I went into that 
portal expecting to be dead by now anyway." 

"Then maybe there's some way we can help you get adjusted to this... 
brave new world you're stuck in," Shepard replied before resetting 
his posture, "With everything that's happened, I know it seems like a 
lot to ask now, but I'm putting together a team, and we're going to 
be taking a dangerous enemy head on. 

"An alien race called the Collectors have been abducting entire human 
colonies. We were tasked to stop them, but everything we've learned 



so far is telling me that we might not make it back, " Shepard looked 
pointedly at Jorge's Machine Gun, "I want the biggest guns, and the 
best soldiers on my side. I've only spent ten minutes with you out 
there, but I know you've got what it takes. Will you join us?" 

Jorge regarded the Commander, in this strange ship, in his strange 
armor, as he made his speech. The soldier clearly believed in his 
cause, and unlike the Illusive Man, Shepard lead from the front. His 
stance spoke of the responsibility of command and the experience of 
going through absolute hell. There was a fire in his eyes that 
couldn't be dimmed by impossible odds or an overwhelming threat. He 
knew he had to win every time. The Spartan respected that. In a both 
painful and comforting way, it reminded him of John-117. 

"I've been at war for nearly my entire life. You could say that it's 
all I know how to do, " said Jorge contemplatively, as though he was 
speaking to himself more than the Commander, "The UNSC may not exist 
here, but I'll keep fighting, for Earth and her colonies." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Garrus Vakarian looked up from the maintenance terminal as Kirk's 
voice popped up over the intercom. <p> 

"Garrus, " he said, "would you mind coming over to med bay for me? 

I... need your help with something." 

"On my way Commander, " the turian said as he rolled his neck, 
stretching the mesh of his jaw immobilizer. Calibrating the 
Normandy's main cannons was a tedious task, but it required his full 
concentrat ion . Considering that Garrus wasn't in the mood to think 
about anything more complicated, he was grateful for the 
activity . 

The Turian turned and walked out of the gunner's station towards the 
Medical Bay. Dr. Chakwas ' station on the ship shared a deck with his 
chosen venue, so it was a quick trip past the mess area. Garrus 
strode through the open door of med bay to find the Commander 
conversing with an absolute giant of a human. He was at least a head 
and a half taller than Shepard and covered in a strange brown and 
yellow armor. By his side, on the medical examination table, sat a 
matching helmet and an old-fashioned gun that could only be described 
as a piece of light artillery. The man looked up as he entered, and 
Garrus was immediately filled with adrenaline. 

Over the years, between his required military service on Palaven, his 
tenure with C-Sec, the innumerable firefights as part of Shepard's 
original squad, and his time on Omega as "Archangel, " Garrus had 
developed a sixth sense for combat; every instinct in his body was 
screaming that the behemoth at the other end of the room was 
incredibly dangerous. Only the Commander's calm demeanor and Doctor 
Chakwas' curious, but relaxed expression told him otherwise. 

The big man, however, immediately hefted the gun. Garrus noted that, 
despite its size, he wielded it as easily as one might carry a toy. 
The turian was about to duck out of the door, but Shepard quickly 
interposed himself between them. 

"Jorge, " he said, addressing the giant, "this is my friend, Garrus 
Vakarian, a turian of Palaven." 



Jorge eyed him warily, as though he was mentally trying to determine 
the best way to kill a turian with the minimum amount of effort, but 
he soon put the cannon down. Shepard's shoulders relaxed, a sign 
Garrus recognized that he was relieved, and the Commander addressed 
him . 

"Garrus, " he said, "this is Jorge, a-" he glanced at the big man 
before continuing, mouthing unfamiliar words, "'Spartan Supersoldier 
of the UNSC Navy.'" 

"Commander," Garrus began, "Is... What's going on?" 

"What did he say?" Jorge interrupted, an edge in his voice, and he 
rested his hand on the massive gun again, "I don't speak 
Sangheili . " 

"Sang-hell-what?" asked Shepard as he turned towards the krogan-sized 
human. He lowered his arms, confused. 

EDI's voice came in over the ship's intercom. "Commander," she said, 
"Sangheili is the name of one of the Covenant species; Jorge has not 
been equipped with a translation earpiece, and I believe that this 
attempt to introduce him to the Non-Terran species of our galaxy will 
proceed much more smoothly if he is issued one." 

The Commander blinked twice before placing his hand on his forehead 
and furrowing his brow. "Good one, Kirk," he muttered to himself 
before reaching into his ear and drawing out an earbud. "Here, " he 
said, giving the device to Jorge, "Now let's try this again. Jorge, 
Garrus. Garrus, Jorge." 

"Commander," replied Garrus, who wasn't quite sure what to make of 
the situation, "Do you want me to come back another time, or..?" 

He slowly stopped speaking as Jorge stomped towards him. Up close, 
the height and sheer bulk of the supersoldier was overwhelming. The 
man moved too smoothly for a human, and he seemed big enough that he 
could put a krogan in a headlock until it cried "uncle." 

"So you're from _this_ universe?" he asked, and Garrus slowly nodded. 
He refused to back down, even if the odds were well against him, but 
the nature of the question was confusing at best. "Interesting," said 
Jorge . 

"And where are you from?" asked Garrus as he looked into the big 
human ' s eyes . 

"Reach, stronghold of the UNSC, " came the reply, "a governing body of 
Earth that does not technically exist here." 

"What, like Terra Eirma?" asked Garrus, deadpan. He still had no idea 
what was going on, and there was a thought in the back of his head 
that the big human was about to squish him. 

At this point. Commander Shepard interrupted the odd standoff by, 
once again, interposing himself between them. Garrus moved back with 
the Commander's arm on his chest, but the Spartan seemed implacable. 
"Jorge, Garrus here is a member of one of the many species that make 
up Citadel space. We live in a peaceful harmony with them, and he has 



been asked, like you, to accompany us on our mission to stop the 
Collectors, " he said before turning to address his old 
friend . 

"Garrus, Jorge is from an... alternate version of the galaxy, one 
where the Reapers don't exist, and Humanity slowly expanded for 500 
years and had no contact with any alien species until a collection of 
races called the... "Covenant" decided to wipe them out over a 25 
year war," he said. His jaw worked oddly as he formed the words. The 
idea seemed far fetched, apparently even to Shepard, but the 
Normandy's original crew had discovered _The Reapers_, so it couldn't 
be too far out of the question. "Thus far, we don't know if there's a 
way to get him back to his universe, but he's agreed to help us stop 
the Collectors in the meantime." 

"That is the strangest thing I've ever heard," said Garrus, still 
staring down the threatening human. 

"Tell me about it," said Jorge. He shifted onto his back foot, and 
most of the edge had left his voice, but he added, "Where I come 
from, the aliens shoot first and then dance on our corpses." 

Garrus looked from the Commander to Jorge and back again. After a 
very pregnant pause, the turian clicked his mandibles in the 
equivalent of a human shrug before saying, "Right, mmmhmm, I'm going 
to head back to the main guns. I have some calibrations to 
finish . " 

He slowly backed out of the med bay, noting that Dr. Chakwas had paid 
no attention to the exchange, her expression one of deep 
contemplation. Jorge eyed him warily as he left, but Garrus 
maintained the held gaze as he cleared the door. He walked back to 
his station in the forward cannon control room, and as his thoughts 
swirled around in his head past the slowly draining adrenaline from 
his system, it quickly dawned on him that Commander Shepard had found 
what could only be described as a _killing machine_ from another 
universe. He performed the turian equivalent of a smirk as he thought 
_The Collectors are in for something new._ 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Commander Shepard took a deep breath as Jorge watched Garrus 
stride past the windows of med bay. The Spartan seemed to have 
adapted well enough to everything else about their universe: the 
Geth, the Systems Alliance, Mass Effect Technology, but Shepard had 
been on edge for the duration of their "encounter" with Garrus. While 
the humans he was familiar with held a certain distrust of turians in 
particular because of the First Contact War, Jorge and everyone he 
knew had been in a the middle of an attempted extermination of 
humanity via every alien they'd come into contact with. It was no 
surprise that he was ready to react violently, and it seemed like a 
case of sheer luck that he had been able to talk the soldier down, as 
he didn't think he'd be able to stop Jorge otherwise . <p> 

"That went well," said Kirk, and silence filled the air. 

Jorge's grim expression changed to one of exhaustion. "Commander, 
this has been... a lot for me to take in," he said. There was 
something in his eyes that spoke of a more personal loss than 
"merely" the separation from his own universe, but Shepard declined 



to comment on it right then. "Is there a place for me to get some 
privacy? " 

"There is a room available on the engineering level Commander, " said 
EDI, her modulated voice had started to grow on him, but hearing her 
interrupt a random conversation was still a tad startling, "To the 
right of the elevator. There should be enough room for Jorge to 
sleep, so long as we can find a sufficiently strong bed for 
him. " 

"Sounds good EDI, thank you," Shepard replied before reaching up to 
tap Jorge on the shoulder, "If the Doctor is ready to let you go. 

I'll take you to your room." 

Doctor Chakwas barely looked up from her omnitool as she 
absentmindedly said, "Everything's fine Commander." 

Shepard lead the way into the elevator, and he thought about how much 
his world had changed over the past three years, and that there was 
probably much more to come. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Alright everybody, enjoy. <p> 


4 . Chapter 4 

Jorge sat quietly on the crate-bed in the small room he'd been 
provided on the Engineering deck of the Normandy. There wasn't much 
to distract him from his thoughts beyond the vista of deep space, a 
view he pointedly avoided. Being so close to the sheer emptiness of 
the void often put the Spartan on edge. One errant piece of space 
dust, or an unfortunate stumble into the window, could shatter the 
thin barrier between him and an airless vacuum. The window itself 
seemed too large as well: the human-tall opening was at least three 
meters wide, an enormous target for rogue celestial pebbles. 

He had tried sleeping to pass the time, but the Spartan was still too 
shaken up from the day's events. Between launching an all-out assault 
on The Long Night of Solace with Noble Six, sacrificing himself to 
stop the Covenant invasion of Reach, crash-landing on an unknown 
world, and then discovering that he was no longer in his own 
universe... It had been a long day. Sleep was ideal at the moment, 
but it wouldn't come. Jorge thought about getting up and exploring 
the ship or trying to learn something from the crew, but he wasn't 
entirely sure how far he would really get with that. Despite 
Shepard's enthusiasm, it was clear that much of the crew was very 
wary of him. 

An electronic bell interrupted the Spartan's ruminating, and EDI's 
voice came in over the comm systems. 

"Jorge, " she said, "do you have a moment to speak with me? I have a 
few questions." 

"Go ahead," he replied, "It seems that I have nothing but time at the 
moment . " 


"How are you acclimating to the Normandy?" asked EDI. 



"Well, the room is nice, " said the Spartan, trying to keep his 
expressions neutral. His rapid-fire thoughts had constructed the 
possibility that the ship's AI would try to test his reactions to see 
if he was psychologically fit to fight, but Jorge refused to spend 
over 20 years in continual warfare only to be declared "unfit, " even 
if he was effectively stranded in a twisted version of his home, 
"Though I'm surprised the windows are that big. Haven't you people 
heard of explosive decompression?" 

"Yes," said EDI, deadpan, "Kinetic barriers are in place to protect 
the crew in the event of a hull breach and deflect incoming 
projectiles moving at hypervelocity." 

"Interesting," replied Jorge, and he wondered how long EDI had been 
in service that she didn't seem to recognize sarcasm, although the 
answer _was_ informative, in her defense. 

A short pause followed before EDI began again. 

"I have been examining the databases you've provided us on the UNSC, " 
she said, "After a complete dissemination of the data available, I've 
found that I wish to receive verbal confirmation on a certain 
subject . " 

"Alright," replied Jorge. He was curious as to what would be so 
fascinating to an AI that it would need to consult him. 

"What purpose do Artificial Intelligences serve in the UNSC, and how 
are they treated?" asked EDI in a strangely low register, like a 
conspirator . 

Jorge was mildly confused by the question, and her attitude, but he 
answered honestly. "In the Navy, AI run ships, mostly," he said, 

"when a starship has to enter slipspace, an Artificial Intelligence 
is required to plot coordinates for the jump. They're also often put 
in charge of database security, cyberwarfare, and managing systems 
too large and complex for humans." 

"What counts as "too complex for humans?"" asked EDI again. 

Jorge took a moment to think of an example. He hadn't had to recall 
anything about AI theory in an age, but the information came back to 
him quickly enough. 

"Superintendent-class AI operate citywide management systems and 
overwatch over an enormous area, " he said, quoting what he remembered 
from Deja's lessons on the subject, "They coordinate every automated 
system to best handle traffic, cut down on crime, and respond to 
emergencies . " 

"So Artificial Intelligences are treated as sentients, then?" EDI 
asked. She was getting rather pointed in her questions. 

"An AI taught me history," said Jorge, "So, I would imagine, yes. 
There hasn't been talk of AI restriction since the Interplanetary 
War . " 


There was a pause. 



"Thank you, Jorge," said EDI, and the channel abruptly cut off.. 


The Spartan was left in silence, and he wondered exactly what had 
transpired . 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The Kodiak shuttle set down on a clear patch of pulverized 
concrete, ejecting Commander Shepard, Jorge-052, and Garrus Vakarian 
into the hazy brown atmosphere of Korlus . The turian looked around at 
the crashed ships and was immediately reminded of the pictures of 
Tuchanka that he'd seen in training a lifetime ago. The broken hulls, 
stacked roughly on top of one another, had fallen like the bodies of 
dead soldiers. He started thinking about Omega again, but quickly 
shut the thoughts out of his mind.<p> 

"The law of the jungle is Kill or Be Killed!" said a voice that 
echoed throughout the hulks in front of the group, "You have to 
_earn_ your place in the mighty army we are building!" 

Garrus smirked, "A pre-recorded speech blasted over a PA? Somebody 
likes the sound of their own voice_._" 

"We're here to find Warlord Okeer, " said Shepard, all business, 

"Intel isn't clear whether he's here by choice, so assume 
host lies . " 

Jorge was carrying his cannon, and as Shepard took point, the big man 
covered him and easily kept pace. Garrus followed closely behind, 
clutching his Incisor Sniper Rifle as he darted from cover to cover. 
Personal kinetic barriers could do only so much against a talented 
sniper, and the team would need him for counter-sniping if they were 
going to survive. 

The squad rounded a corner, headlong into an outpost. Shepard shouted 
"get down!" as the meres opened fire. Garrus, already behind cover, 
popped his head up to take aim and spotted Jorge just wading into the 
fray. The big man's shields flared gold for every hit, but the meres 
fired uselessly as he leveled the cannon. Heavy booms filled the air 
as Jorge's machine gun opened up in several short bursts on the 
entrenched mercenaries. 

The turian could almost see the projectiles track through the air as 
they impacted. The gun seemed to have similar properties to the heavy 
turret on an M35 Mako, and each round broke the meres' kinetic 
barriers, blowing out enormous chunks of flesh from the human 
targets. The Spartan calmly strode up to the top of the outpost, 
scanning back and forth. 

"Area secured," he said with a cold efficiency. 

Shepard followed close behind with his Eviscerator drawn to cover 
Jorge, and Garrus brought up the rear. As they passed the bodies, he 
managed to get a closer look at the results. It wasn't pretty. Garrus 
himself had been shot in the face by a gunship, and these wounds were 
worse. He took a moment to ponder what kind of place Jorge lived in 
that he would need a gun that powerful, but the turian 's attention 
was quickly drawn back to the mission. He had a specific role for the 
op, and he wouldn't let the Commander get taken down by an errant 
sniper . 



><p>Jorge got his first look at a Krogan after they had been on the 
ground for twenty minutes. They didn't seem that strange to him in 
their heavy armor. The targets were merely larger and more bulbous 
than the human and turian meres that the squad had been 
systematically eradicating throughout the junk stronghold . <p> 

The first of the creatures in question was helpful for an alien. It 
cleared a bit of debris for the squad before wandering off, but as 
they moved further into the tunnels of the installation, several more 
had arrived to block their path. These seemed crazed, and as they ran 
toward him, guns blazing, Jorge did what came naturally. 

The M247 boomed again and a quartet of shots struck the first krogan 
hard, center mass. The creature didn't seem fazed by the impact at 
all, but as over a dozen more rounds hammered into it, the krogan 
began to falter. The alien dipped its head and unleashed a primal 
howl of rage before it began rushing towards the squad's 
cover . 

Shepard shouted from his left, "Inferno rounds, incoming!" and he 
drew his pistol. An orange hologram grew around the barrel of the 
gun, and he leveled the weapon at the charging krogan. 

The pistol sounded like a riveter as the inferno rounds drilled into 
the alien, burning away enormous chunks of flesh as they impacted. 3 
shots later, and the krogan fell, completely enveloped in a red and 
orange inferno. 

Another followed close behind, seemingly oblivious to its fallen 
comrade, the enormous beast wildly firing its scattergun at them. 
Garrus popped out from behind cover at the rear of their location and 
leveled his sniper rifle. The gun bucked and a trio of rounds struck 
the second krogan on its helmet. The facial covering cracked from the 
impact, and it was obvious that one of the rounds had penetrated the 
skull of the creature, but it kept coming, oblivious to the 
injury . 

Jorge was quick to build on the weakness, and he adjusted his aim. 

The .50 caliber rounds blew through what was left of the krogan ' s 
helmet, exposing its brain to more damage, and splashing a bright 
green fluid all about its corpse as the beast fell to the 
ground . 

The two crazed aliens were replaced by several more, followed up by 
yet more mercenaries hiding in every nook and cranny they could have 
found. With coordinated fire, the squad was able to power through the 
winding tunnels of the stronghold and break out into a gap between 
two crashed spaceships. 

Across the chasm, rocket-equipped meres began firing on the three of 
them, and Jorge was forced to duck. The rockets slammed into the 
barrier in front of them, denting the metal. 

Garrus' sniper rifle barked three times in quick succession, downing 
the enemy troops before they had a chance to fire more missiles in 
the squad's direction. "Good work," said the Commander, "Keep up the 
pace ! " 



Shepard dove into the next area, using his biotic charge to scatter a 
quartet of meres like bowling pins, while Jorge and Garrus eliminated 
the flailing troops with extreme prejudice. The Spartan paused for a 
heartbeat after the shooting stopped. The Commander's ability to 
translocate himself was incredible; it was nothing like Jorge had 
ever seen. In the heat of an engagement, he refused to comment on the 
phenomena and risk confusing his teammates, but it was definitely 
something to ask about later. 

The long corridors filled with mercenaries continued to wind through 
the scrap heap like a lethal shooting gallery until the squad reached 
a door. The last few meres had died defending it while the female 
voice on the PA screamed at them for their incompetence . As the squad 
entered what amounted to a small examination room, Shepard stopped to 
look around. 

"Dissected Krogan corpses, human skeletons, and a bunch of different 
blood samples, " he said, listing off what he could see, as though he 
was piecing together a puzzle, "If Okeer was just cloning an army, 
why would he need all of this?" 

"Contact on the other side of the door, " said Jorge as he read his 
motion tracker. The Mjolnir armor's internal computer had adapted all 
mercenary frequencies as hostile, but this one was different from the 
Blue Suns tags. "Not hostile, I think." 

"We have your back. Commander, " said Garrus as he shouldered his 
Incisor and drew an assault rifle. 

Shepard nodded and opened the door into what was obviously Warlord 
Okeer 's personal medical room. The three of them checked for 
hostiles, disregarding the lone krogan standing next to what looked 
remarkably like a UNSC cryo pod. 

When the room was declared "clear, " Shepard approached the Krogan, 
who exclaimed, "There you are! The batteries on these tanks will not 
wait while you play with these idiotic mercenaries." 

"And you must be Warlord Okeer, " replied Shepard, crossing his arms, 
"You don't seem real grateful to see me." 

"You may claim to be here to help, " Okeer said, "But the formerly 
deceased Shepard is not a sign of gentle change." 

The Commander looked unfazed, but the Warlord seemed to relish the 
sound of his own voice. 

"Surprised?" he asked, "All Krogan should know you for your actions 
on Virmire . " 

Jorge began to tune out the conversation, it was clear that either 
this krogan would either come with them, or he wouldn't, and they'd 
have to kill him. 

The alien's appearance was rather unlike the species that existed in 
Jorge's home, although the massive hump behind its head reminded him 
of the methane packs carried by Covenant Grunts, and its head seemed 
amusingly crocodilian. In truth, what interested the Spartan more was 
the container next to the Warlord. 



While upon first glance it bared an obvious similarity to a UNSC cryo 
pod, it was ultimately very different. First and foremost, the tube 
was considerably larger so as to be comfortable for its krogan 
occupant . Second, it was filled with an odd liquid, like amniotic 
fluid . 

Warlord Okeer regarded it as he spoke, his words ran with 
undercurrents of affection for the subject in the tube, his life's 
work . 

"I say let us carry the genophage ! Let a thousand die in a clutch!" 
he said. The Spartan understood none of the cultural syntax, but the 
krogan was obviously emphatic about the subject. "We will defeat it 
by climbing atop our dead. It is the Krogan Way." 

Jorge was immediately reminded of human history, the Spartan eugenics 
program to cull only but the best warriors from the populace, a 
practice mirrored by what he knew of the Spartan-II program's 
rigorous genetic classif icat ions . These Krogan were to be bred as the 
ultimate warriors, starting with the one in the tank. 

The PA blared again, interrupting Jorge's thoughts. "Attention! I've 
traced the Krogan release. Okeer, of course." 

The Warlord stepped over to the lab's bay window, where "Jedore" was 
visible. He scowled as the megaphones erupted with her voice. "I'm 
calling "Blank Slate" on this project. Gas these commandos and start 
over from Okeer 's data. Flush the tanks!" 

As she finished her command, a rapid procession of valves whooshed to 
life in the lab, hissing with the escape of a deadly gas. Jorge was 
safe, as the rebreathers in his helmet could cycle for 90 minutes, 
but the rest of the squad, and Okeer, were vulnerable. The Warlord 
slammed his fist on the diagnostic table. 

"She is _that_ weak willed!" he raged, "She'll kill my legacy with a 
damn valve ! " 

He turned to the Commander, "If you want your Collector data, stop 
her! She'll try to access contaminants in the storage bay." 

"Why?" asked Shepard, "Can't you just start over with the knowledge 
you have?" 

"No, " replied the Warlord, "This tank is pure, its construction as 
much trial as data. It cannot be duplicated. Jedore will be with the 
rejected tanks; kill her, so that I may do what must be 
done . " 

Shepard nodded and looked between Jorge and Garrus . 

"Jorge, stay here and back up Okeer, " he said as he drew his 
scattergun, "we don't want a mere gunning him down while he's 
working. Garrus, with me!" 

"Got it Commander, " replied Jorge as he replaced the custom ammo box 
on his machine gun. The simple container held over 300 rounds, 
allowing him to fire continuously for thirty seconds. Shepard exited 
through the door opposite where they had arrived, leaving the Spartan 



with the toiling krogan. Okeer moved quickly for a creature of his 
bulk, adjusting electronic valves on the tank and making changes to 
the computer accompanying it . 

Outside the bay, Jorge could see Jedore put up a fight with her 
rocket launcher as Garrus and Shepard stalked her through the rows of 
commando tanks. The Commander translocated right on top of the Blue 
Suns Captain, but she ducked away, activating an enormous robot in 
the process. The mech interposed itself between Shepard and Jedore, 
protecting its master while she took potshots at Garrus to keep him 
from blowing her head off. 

Shepard darted around the container room a few more times before 
Jedore released a krogan commando into the fray. The beast charged 
wildly at the Commander before it was hammered by rifle rounds from 
Garrus. The pair of them fought like a well oiled machine, but as the 
heavy mech began to flank them, the Spartan heard his earpiece perk 
up . 

"Jorge, If you could lay down suppressing fire on that mech, " Shepard 
said calmly, despite the multiple explosions around his position, 
"that would be great." 

"Aye, Commander," replied the Spartan as he put his turret down. 

Okeer paid him no mind as he leaned in close to the glass of the bay, 
inspecting it with his augmented vision. There were no cracks, but it 
wasn't particularly thick. Jorge pulled back for a swing. 

_*CRACK*_ Glass shattered all around him, opening the lab to the air 
and removing the threat of a gas buildup. 

In hindsight, the Spartan felt that maybe he should have tried that 
sooner, because his armor read dangerously high levels of toxicity. 
Ignoring the distractions, Jorge lifted his gun and placed it on the 
window sill . 

The M247H howled in a blast long enough that, were they on Omega, the 
decibel level and noise quality would be comparable to what residents 
called an "unfortunate run-in with the law." The robot's head turned 
to look up at him, but it was quickly overwhelmed by the storm of HE 
rounds impacting its casing. After nearly 8 seconds, the automaton 
collapsed on the floor. 

By that point, Shepard had killed the krogan commando and was bearing 
down on Jedore. Up in the elevated lab, Jorge shrugged to himself and 
turned the machine gun on the Blue Suns Captain. In moments, she fell 
under the wave of fire and Shepard signaled Garrus to return to the 
medical room. Warlord Okeer looked at the carnage and sighed in 
relief. The deep breath came in a choking gasp, and the krogan 
staggered over to the window to get a double lungful of fresh 
air . 

"Contamination detected, " said an automated voice from inside the 
lab, "Emergency vent in progress." As the voice quieted, massive 
turbines kicked on to scrub the toxins out of the air. Jorge wondered 
exactly why they hadn't come on before, but mentally shrugged when he 
reminded himself that they were in the converted medical bay of a 
wrecked starship. It wasn't like there was a safety regulatory board 
for secret mercenary bases. 



Okeer's breathing, a tad haggard from the poisons, smoothed out as 
the Commander and Garrus re-entered the lab. 

"Shepard," he said, "I had hoped that you would give me time, but 
instead, you gave me life." 

The Krogan scientist bent one knee. "I owe you more than my life," he 
said, "My legacy lives because of you. This pure soldier, this 
"grunt," is all I have left." 

"If your soldier is half as good as you say," said Shepard, "Then 
there may be hope for the mission yet. What will you do with 
him? " 

"I have taught him through the tank, he will know much in the ways of 
battle, " replied Okeer, "but I will take him to Tuchanka, so that the 
weaklings there may be in awe of his purity." 

The Commander looked as though he was about to roll his eyes for a 
moment before raising a hand to his ear. "Normandy, Okeer is ready," 
he said, "but we have a package for pick up as well. Roll out the 
heavy lift gear on this one." 


5 . Chapter 5 

"Careful, _careful!_ If he is damaged, I will have your heads!" 

The Warlord Okeer supervised the lift crew as they pulled his 
tank-bred krogan into the starboard storage area. The Cerberus 
personnel were very delicate with their handling of the cargo, but 
the mad doctor fretted over every subtle bump and jostle that the 
tank endured. Shepard looked on as he heard Jorge clomp back to his 
quarters aboard the Normandy. 

"How much ammunition do you have left in that cannon of yours?" he 
asked the Spartan. For a former Alliance Marine, the question stuck 
in his mouth slightly. It was oddly unfamiliar, despite the fact 
that, for its 400 year advancement, Jorge's turret was more like 
old-fashioned weaponry than Shepard's own Eviscerator. 

"About 5 boxes." replied Jorge as he turned around, "1500 
rounds . " 

"That won't last a week with the trouble we get into," interrupted 
Garrus. The turian stepped out of the lift next to the two of them 
and turned to watch Okeer wrangle the lift crew. The krogan looked 
equal parts proud scientist and worried father. It was a strange, but 
altogether amusing combination. 

Shepard took a moment to look at Jorge and Garrus. Since they'd been 
in combat together, their body language, especially the Spartan's, 
had become more relaxed. There was a very clear note of tension from 
the heavily armored human, but he'd obviously gotten used to the 
alien presences aboard the ship. It would be a long, slow process 
getting him acclimated, that much was clear. The Commander remarked 
to himself that eventually they'd have to take him to the Citadel, 
and that _that_ would be an interesting day. 

"I was thinking the same thing," he said, returning to the 



conversation, "maybe when Okeer is ready to play with some of our 
toys, he and Mordin can cook something up for you." 

"If you think it will help," replied Jorge. Against regulations, he'd 
been keeping the heavy machine gun in his quarters instead of stocked 
in the armory, a rule that Shepard had let slide for the time being. 
In all honesty, he couldn't really begrudge the supersoldier's need 
to cling to the familiar. 

"Commander," said Okeer from inside the cargo room, "If I could have 
a moment of your time?" 

Shepard shrugged as he walked away from his squad. Behind him, Jorge 
and Garrus exchanged glances before returning to their respective 
quarters . 

The lift crew filed out of the starboard cargo room, leaving the 
Commander alone with Okeer. The krogan scientist looked fondly upon 
the tank holding his creation before turning to face 
Shepard . 

"Between the destruction of Saren's horde on Virmire and my own 
survival, " he said, "You have done more for the krogan people than 
you yet know." 

"I'm sure," replied the Commander. He wouldn't show it overtly, but 
he was beginning to tire of Okeer 's melodramatic nature, "But I'm 
curious, if the krogan learn of his connection to you, won't they 
exile him? You sold hundreds to the collectors to create him." 

"A necessary sacrifice, " replied the warlord, "and those weaklings, 
toiling in the dirt of the home world, would never understand the 
burden of saving their entire race. My creation will show them. It 
will show all of you the path of the true Krogan!" 

Okeer mashed a brightly glowing button on the front of the tank 
before sliding to the side. The container quickly emptied, well 
before the glass parted to reveal the fully grown krogan. The alien 
dropped to his knees and coughed violently, expelling excess liquid 
from its lungs with an almighty heave. It took a moment to survey its 
surroundings, and before Shepard could react, it leapt to his feet 
and tackled him, pinning the Commander against the wall. 

"Human, male. Before you and the krogan die," he said, his voice low 
and gravelly, "I need a name." 

"You'll get more than that, my son," exclaimed Okeer from behind him, 
"You are a marvel of my genius!" 

The newborn krogan looked from Shepard to Okeer, mild confusion 
adorned his features. "You are Okeer, I recognize your voice from the 
tank, " he said as he dropped Shepard, "You created me, and yet, you 
are unworthy." 

"What?" asked the Warlord, taken aback. 

"I remember what you told me through the glass. How the strong must 
trample the weak; how victory is ripped from the clutches of the 
dead. If you succeeded, then I am greater than even you. Prove your 
worth to me, _father_, " he continued as Shepard got to his feet, "The 



words that guided my birth ring hollow now that I've tasted true air. 
I feel nothing for _your _enemies, but I am still strong, born to 
determine the strongest. If your imprints from the tank cannot drive 
me, then what will? Give me a fight, show me a worthy clan." 

"I'll give you a fight," said the Commander as he seized an 
opportunity. He stood very close to the newborn krogan, eye to eye, 
refusing to flinch as the massive alien turned. "I am Commander 
Shepard, the first Human Spectre. I saved the entire Citadel from 
certain destruction. My enemies threaten the entire galaxy, _my_ clan 
is the best; if you think you can stand against me, then do 
it . " 

"You speak as though you've earned your tongue," said the krogan, 
grunting in thought, "Show me this fight, and I will stand with your 
strength . " 

Shepard mouth twisted into a feral smile, "I'm showing you right 
now, " he said as he poked the krogan in the stomach with his heavy 
pistol. The tank-bred soldier snorted in amusement before he was 
interrupted by Okeer. 

"Do not harm him!" cried the scientist, still recovering from the 
shock of his own progeny disowning him at birth. "You must know your 
purpose! There is so much left to teach you." 

"I know my purpose," replied the newborn, "To fight, to let the 
strong triumph over the weak. This human has shown his teeth, what 
words can _you_ give me that you have not already? 'Warlord, ' 
'legacy'... 'grunt.' The last is what you called me. The word has no 
great meaning, no presence more than mine. It'll do." 

Shepard stood back to watch the fireworks. Okeer looked as though he 
was going to explode, but he said nothing for several moments. 

"I have succeeded." he said softly, and he seemed to deflate 
completely as he left the room. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"<em>This is the most warning we've ever had, Shepard. Good 
Luck . <em>" 

The voice of the Illusive Man continued ringing in Kirk Shepard's 
head as he jumped out of the Kodiak with Grunt and Jorge. It seemed 
only appropriate that the squad be comprised of the heaviest hitters 
for their first encounter with the Collectors. 

The massive Collector battleship hung in the sky, and Shepard was 
reminded of the first time he laid eyes on Sovereign. The Reaper had 
seemed to change the weather on Eden Prime, its form radiated an 
immense, black cloud on the peaceful world, and the Collector ship 
evoked that same feeling of dread as it waited in the distance. 

The Commander radioed the Normandy; he needed a little peace of 
mind . 

"We're groundside, " he said, "Mordin, you sure those armor upgrades 
will protect us from the seeker swarms?" 



"Certainty impossible," came the doctor's clipped tone, "But in 
limited numbers, should confuse detection, make squad invisible to 
swarms. In theory." 

"Great," growled Grunt from behind the Commander, "the salarian isn't 
sure if his own gizmos work." 

"Experimental technology, " reprimanded Mordin, "Unknown variables, 
only test is contact with the enemy. Look forward to seeing if you 
survive ! " 

"Copy that, " replied Shepard, his spirits had been decidedly not 
lifted, "Let's move." 

The squad had landed in a sort of small pavillion covered in dried 
grass. Their objective was towards the ship, and Shepard lead the 
team around a rocky outcropping to reveal a construction area flanked 
by a deactivated planetary defense turret. The building materials 
strewn about the square pit in the ground looked untouched, just like 
Freedom's progress. Even the daytime didn't dissuade the cold chill 
of emptiness growing in the Commander's gut. 

As the squad approached, a dull buzzing filled the air, and they were 
immediately set upon by a swarm of Collectors. The insectoid 
creatures flew in formation, dropping behind bits of cover and 
throwing up strange, pulsating shields. Their strange, domed heads, 
each with four, glowing eyes, capped chitinous bodies that protruded 
with spines and what looked like artificial components. Shepard 
wasn't entirely sure if the creatures wore armor, or if these were 
their bodies. 

Using his biotic charge, the Commander ambushed the first trio of 
collector soldiers that landed. The wave of biotic energy did little 
to knock them back, but they were blasted several times by Shepard's 
Eviscerator. The first shot absorbed harmlessly into the first 
Collector's personal kinetic barrier, whereas the second tore into 
its flesh. The creature refused to relent in its assault, showing no 
pain or fear. Even though its weapon arm had been severed, it used 
the other to swipe at the Commander's head. Shepard charged a biotic 
throw and shoved the collector off of him and onto its teammate, 
knocking them both over. 

The last opponent raised its vaguely organic-looking rifle on 
Shepard, and he was struck by a glowing particle beam. The disruptive 
energy completely tore off the Commander's kinetic barrier and began 
eating away at the exposed sections of armor beneath. Shepard gasped 
in pain before ducking around the corner to evade fire. As his 
shields recharged, he witnessed the first two collectors get up, the 
one without its left arm still gripped a weapon. 

Gathering up his strength, Shepard released a biotic shockwave to 
dizzy his opponents. The armless collector went sailing, as its 
barriers had not been restored, but the other two were merely knocked 
over. Cautiously, the Commander fired his heavy pistol from behind 
cover at the downed opponents, first wearing down their shields 
before permanently ending them both with headshots. 

As he looked back at his squad, he saw Jorge deflect the strange 
energy beam off of his shields while pouring fire into a group of 
opponents. As with the Geth, the heavy rounds of his machine gun 



seemed to shatter kinetic barriers with ease, though the creatures 
continued on, unfazed, trying to wear him down with concentrated 
fire. Grunt charged directly into another group of the insectoids, 
shouting "I! AM! KROGAN ! " at the top of his lungs. The heavy alien 
was able to knock most of the Collector troops down before he turned 
back to blast them with his massive Claymore scattergun, built 
courtesy of a very taciturn Okeer. 

Shepard used his biotic charge again to disrupt the Collectors aimed 
at Jorge so that the Spartan could finish them off, and Grunt 
instinctively helped with the clean up. By the time they finished, 
only ten collectors had died, and it had been a hard fight. Shepard 
deliberated for a moment before signalling them to move on. A tactics 
change was necessary, as these aliens were better equipped than even 
the Geth. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>It was a long slog through the complex of residential and 
agricultural buildings surrounding the Horizon colony's starport. 
Collector troops popped up at every turn, escorting the vaguely 
coffin-like cocoons or standing guard around the humans in stasis. 
Their shields were hard, and their rifle attacks were devastating. 

The particle beam could strip away regenerative armor in what seemed 
like an eyeblink, and the repeating rifles were a terror on kinetic 
barriers . <p> 

Even so. Grunt was in his element. The often close quarters cut down 
on potential sniper fire, so he could charge full out and live in the 
thick of combat. His laughter filled the halls of the human 
settlement with every bout. The Collectors and their husk minions 
fell like wooden planks to be crushed by his feet and fists and 
Claymore . 

Throughout the journey. Grunt's human teammates found new ways to 
impress his warrior's heart. The permanently armor-clad one, George, 
Grunt thought his name was, could push harder than most krogan, and 
there was a durability to him that seemed absent from most humans, 
even beyond his distinct armor and glowing yellow shields. He 
wondered if Okeer 's tank imprints were merely incomplete about 
humanity. Shepard, on the other hand, seemed just as squishy as the 
rest of his kind, but he made up for it in tenacity and quick wits. 
Grunt liked that. 

Another trooper standing guard in the starport fell before the squad, 
but something different happened to his comrade. The Collector glowed 
with an inner power, and the four eyes on its head pulsated with an 
even brighter, yellow light. The alien was lifted off the ground 
while a strange, booming voice emanated from all the troopers 
present . 

_**ASSUMING DIRECT CONTROL. WE ARE HARBINGER .* *_ 

The glowing collector stood up from behind cover and began advancing 
with a slow, methodical, implacable pace towards the squad. It had 
dropped its weapon, and it seemed... anchored, somehow. The voice 
boomed again. 

_**THE EORCES OE NATURE BEND TO MY WILL. YOU CANNOT STOP ME, 

SHEPARD . ** 



The alien drew back its fist, and an enormous sphere of gold and 
black energy grew around it. "Get to cover!" shouted the Commander, 
and Grunt took heed. This alien seemed to be a conduit for a much 
greater power, and there was no telling if even the Krogan could 
survive that much destructive energy. 

The sphere was launched forward, its very presence seemed to warp the 
air around it, directly towards the Commander, but Shepard was light 
on his feet. He used his biotic charge to escape the powerful blast, 
and took a moment to fire on the possessed trooper. The bullets 
bounced harmlessly off the alien's barriers, and it turned towards 
him again, launching a much smaller, faster orb of power that caused 
the Commander's kinetic barriers to crackle with orange energy. To 
the krogan ' s eye, the experience looked painful, but the Commander 
gritted his teeth and teleported again, shaking off the effects of 
the blast. 

From behind, both George and Grunt opened up on the demonic 
Collector. Grunt's gun had a similarly dismal effect as Shepard's 
pistol, but the turret in George's hands seemed to set the alien off. 
It took a handful of heavy hits before turning to focus on the big 
human. The Collector raised a hand, projecting a glowing gold 
barrier. For a few short moments, the entire squad poured fire into 
the creature uselessly before it spoke 
again . 

_** HUMAN. **_ 

_**MALE . **_ 

_**HEAVILY ALTERED PHYSIOLOGICAL STRUCTURE .* *_ 

_**ADVANCED CYBERNETICS .* *_ 

_**MICROEUSION REACTOR TECHNOLOGY .* *_ 

_**N0 ELEMENT ZERO DETECTED. **_ 

_**YOU DO NOT BELONG HERE.**_ 

"Neither do you, get off this planet before I throw you off!" 
returned George as the squad ducked in anticipation of another energy 
assault. Grunt grinned to himself from behind cover. 

There was a moment of silence on the battlefield as the Collectors, 
in unison, stopped firing. 

Grunt turned about behind his piece of cover, confused that an enemy 
like this one would cease its assault. They had the forces, why were 
they not attacking? 

_**THE CYCLE IS CONTAMINATED. RELEASING THIS EORM.**_ 

The possessed Collector disintegrated before Grunt's eyes as the 
other troopers lifted from the air as one and headed towards the 
towering Collector ship. The vessel glowed orange and black all along 
its cylindrical fuselage as it lifted off into the sky. Within 
minutes, the Collectors had completely disappeared from 
Horizon . 



"Commander," Joker's voice crackled over the comms, "What just 
happened? " 


6. Chapter 6 

"I'm still not following you, Shepard," said the Illusive Man before 
tamping his cigarette out in his chair's ashtray, "What do you mean, 
"They just left"?" 

"Exactly what I said," replied the Commander. Inside the quantum 
entanglement communicator , his hologram's arms folded in impatience, 
"Their leader said "The cycle has been contaminated, " and then the 
ship took off. That's it." 

There was a tense silence as the Illusive Man sat back in his chair. 
As he lit another cigarette, his mind perused the data that he'd been 
presented. The Collectors were a race far advanced from the rest of 
the galaxy; they had nothing to fear from humanity, or so they 
believed, and the invasion group had been picking humans up nearly 
unopposed across the Terminus Systems. Yet, the moment that Shepard 
and his squad had made contact with one of their leaders, the entire 
horde packed up and left. 

There were two possibilities. One, the Collectors feared Shepard 
enough to evacuate any planet he was on, a fool's hope at best. The 
"Legendary" Human Spectre couldn't be in two places at once, and even 
though the Collectors had already tried killing him, there didn't 
seem to be any reason, obvious or subtle, for them to flee. 

Two, there was something present of which the Collectors and their 
Reaper masters had no previous knowledge. Perhaps... 

"Commander, you mentioned that our alternate-reality guest was 
present for this assignment," he said, "correct?" 

"Yes, Jorge was there," Shepard replied, "I don't see the 
connect ion . " 

"I believe it will make sense in a moment," said the Illusive Man, 
"EDI?" 

"Jorge is already en route. Illusive Man," replied the AI; silently, 
the man formerly known as Jack Harper wondered if perhaps EDI was a 
little _too_ intelligent. 

As the Supersoldier stepped into the holographic communicator 
alongside Shepard, the Illusive Man was again reminded of their 
guest's sheer bulk. He stood head and shoulders above the Commander, 
and his armor clipped into the edges of the scanner. It was initially 
very apparent that the Spartan came from a very different world, and 
despite his quiet integration, moments like this one were stark 
reminders of his vastly different nature. 

"Jorge, " the Illusive Man began, "you were with Commander Shepard on 
Horizon, and you've seen first hand what we're up against. As a 
soldier of the UNSC, what is your assessment of the Collector 
threat ? " 



"For a start, they're more coordinated than the Covenant," replied 
the Spartan, "But their weaponry isn't as effective." 

Shepard huffed a bit at the mention of weaponry, and the Illusive Man 
surmised that a Collector squad was a far tougher fight for an 
alliance soldier than for a Spartan. It was another reminder of the 
philosophical nature of the technology gap that separated the two 
societies, one that perhaps gave too much of an advantage to the 
Reapers. An idea reared its head in his mind, but he did not divulge 
the notion at that moment. 

"While normally I'd say that the Collectors are simply better trained 
soldiers than the Covenant, " continued Jorge, "the presence of the 
"Harbinger" leader indicates that they are a hive mind, but maybe 
artificially . " 

"Tell me about this "Harbinger,"" the Illusive Man asked the pair of 
them, "How did his presence change the situation? What tactics did he 
use? " 


"Harbinger arrived when we hit the spaceport, " said Shepard, "When 
one of the normals dropped, a random soldier started glowing, like, 
well, like these." He pointed to the glowing red implants still 
visible in his face. Cracks in the Commander's skin were still 
present from the reconstruct ive surgery Cerberus had done, but they 
were beginning to slowly heal. 

"Harbinger's kinetic barriers were impossible to break, it moved like 
a juggernaut, slow, but implacable. It seemed... anchored, somehow, 
and there was no recharge time on its biotic abilities, " continued 
the Commander, "Maybe channeling that much energy is why the soldier 
just dissolved." 

"Cybernetic implants could explain its sudden increase in power, " 
replied Jorge, "like overclocking a computer. They would burn out 
faster if Harbinger brought more power to bear." 

"That makes sense in the context of your reports, " replied the 
Illusive Man, "If the Collectors are a hive mind, then the Harbinger 
Intelligence must be their "queen" and an extremely dangerous enemy 
at that. What remains is the question surrounding their sudden 
departure." he took a drag on his cigarette, "Jorge, you've never 
encountered the Collectors in your home galaxy, correct?" 

"Yes, Illusive Man," replied the Spartan. 

"Harbinger mentioned "contamination" before the Collectors evacuated 
Horizon." said the Illusive Man, "If I recall correctly, the Reaper 
Sovereign spoke along similar lines when you encountered it on 
Virmire, Commander Shepard." 

The Illusive Man watched Kirk's face go cold for a moment as he 
remembered the day the nature of the Reaper threat was made most 
apparent to him. 

""Your civilization is based on the technology of the mass relays, 
our technology. By using it, your society develops along the paths we 
desire,"" quoted Commander Shepard, thoughtfully, "If Harbinger 
believes that the Reapers no longer have a technological advantage, 
or that we're deviating too far from what they're 



expecting ..." 

"Then they'll change their tactics, " said Jorge as his expression 
darkened, "The Collectors and the Reapers will stop at nothing to 
wipe humanity out, just like the Covenant." 

"Not just humanity, " said Commander Shepard with a look of dread, 

"the entire galaxy." 

"Then we need, more than ever, to strike first, " said the Illusive 
Man. He kept his face emotionless; even after years of secrets, it 
was a struggle not to smile. "The situation hasn't changed, it's only 
become more urgent. Cerberus is fully supporting you. Commander; 
you're going to need every tool available to stop the Collectors." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>As the door outside the conference room closed, Jorge turned to 
Commander Shepard. The Spartan looked as though he was ready to 
reveal personal information, but he kept glancing back and forth 
between the two doors of the tiny hallway as though he was expecting 
to get interrupted. The small space was relatively quiet, but Shepard 
could hear the soft sounds of Mordin puttering away in the lab, and 
Jacob starting his evening workout in the armory at either end of the 
corridor . <p> 

Shepard held up a hand, "EDI, can you give us some privacy?" he said. 
The holopanels on either end of the hall flickered red to indicate 
they were locked, and a slight hum filled the room, deadening the 
noises coming from outside. 

"Thank you, " he said. 

Jorge took a deep breath before he spoke. 

"Commander, something I haven't mentioned since I was brought on 
board," he said calmly, "I recovered a standard UNSC distress beacon 
from the crash that brought me here. At the time, I assumed I would 
need to contact a passing ship from the planet's surface. With your 
permission, I'd like to bring it back to the slipspace point of 
origin for activation." 

"What would that do?" asked the Commander, "You were on an enemy ship 
when the bomb went off, and the Normandy didn't pick up any other 
contacts in the area." 

"Something I learned before we put the slipspace bomb into action, " 
replied Jorge, "A colony ship was wiped out in an identical accident 
at a Reach spaceport, two years ago. It took out half the dry dock as 
well. It's entirely possible it crashed on the other side of the 
planet . " 

Shepard considered the situation for a moment. He remembered the 
encounter with the "Hunter, " how difficult it had been for the 
Spartan to take down, and how comparatively easy it had been for him 
to plow through the enemies that Shepard encountered every day. 

The wreck of the Covenant ship wouldn't have moved. It was too big 
and too broken for anything the Council, the Geth, or even the 
lawless Terminus systems could throw at it. If they went there and 



Jorge was wrong, the Normandy crew could still scavenge for advanced 
weaponry, something to give the Normandy another edge for dealing 
with the Collectors. If Jorge was right, the possibility existed that 
the Spartan could find some of his own people, something that would 
likely put his mind more at ease. 

"We'll set a course there as soon as we can," said Shepard, "Anything 
I can do to help." 

"Thank you. Commander, " replied Jorge, and the big man turned away to 
walk through the armory. As the door unlocked for him, he said, very 
quietly, "thank you as well, EDI." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"Fascinating, " said Mordin as he paced back and forth between his 
examination bench and the reactor viewing window. "400 years 
advancement, development limited naturally, no outside factors, no 
directed societal evolution. Wonder what their art looks 
like . "<p> 

"Heh heh, " chuckled Warlord Okeer in reply. He regarded the 
information readouts from the UNSC datapad for a few moments before 
continuing, "I would have bet on an asari for asking about human art, 
_Doctor_. " 

"Art: expression," returned Dr. Solus, "Emotions regarding 
boundaries, concepts of scale, reflection of self. Civilization with 
no art, civilization with no soul. Even your people had art." 

"My people built themselves upon a legacy of the fallen. The 
strongest survived and flourished. These humans are no different. 

Tell me Salarian, what is the expression in the forging of a soldier 
like our guest? What is the reflection in an armored vehicle designed 
to wipe out an infantry platoon in one shot? Where is the art in a 
mass driver with more energy than anything our civilizations have 
ever produced, times ten!?" asked Okeer. He grew a sneer that covered 
his entire jaw line, "Where is the _emotional expression _in their 
warfare? " 

Mordin put his hand to his face in a thoughtful gesture and turned 
away from the hulking krogan. A healthy dose of perspective was 
always necessary when dealing with other cultures. The doctor did not 
take offense to the species-specif ic barbs that the krogan threw. The 
combatative reptilian race had unfortunately maintained a difficult 
relationship with the rest of the galaxy, and Mordin quietly admitted 
that his own people were, in part, responsible for that 
problem. 

Okeer stood tall with a triumphant grin before the salarian 
answered . 

"Expression of desperation," he said quietly, "Desperate humans: 
extremely dangerous. Adaptable, innovative, even cruel. Covenant 
enemy: much worse." 

The Krogan scientist's face turned sour as he considered the doctor's 
point. Humans had already exhibited these traits in spades in their 
galaxy, if the conflicts at Elysium and Torfan were anything to go 
by; it was no stretch to think that they wouldn't behave any 



differently in another realm of existence. Mordin was suddenly struck 
onto a tangent by the oddity that humans were somehow the common 
denominator in both galaxies, he wondered if perhaps there was 
another universe in which salarians existed as a wholly separate 
society, but was pushed out of that train of thought when Okeer spoke 
again . 

"Bah, it is no matter to our work here, " he said dismissively ; it was 
evident that he wasn't willing to admit being on the losing end of an 
argument, "We have been asked to construct weaponry for the human 
giant, and I think that between the two of us, Shepard's resources, 
and perhaps some inspiration from the schematics we have to parse 
through, he will wield a weapon that makes his enemies cry out for 
the soft ground of Tuchanka." 

Mordin walked towards a holopanel near the inner bulkhead, waving his 
omnitool against the transparent surface. A rough schematic of 
Jorge's heavy machine gun appeared, with his personal modifications 
highlighted in orange. The gun's handgrips glowed green while the 
barrel, action, and magazine glowed red. 

"Weight factored, enhanced strength: larger mass drivers," he began 
to break down the gun, removing components that Mass Effect 
technology made irrelevant, "element zero core minimal; hmmmm, larger 
projectiles needed. Effective? No. Increase core. Power requirements 
higher, more power needed per engagement.-" 

"Slow your thoughts Salarian, " interrupted Okeer and he moved his own 
omnitool over the screen, setting Mordin 's changes back a half dozen 
steps. He brought up the schematics for a GAU-20/U Multipurpose Heavy 
Turret, the type mounted on temporary fortifications and in Alliance 
Kodiak dropships . With his inputs, the holopanel began moving 
components to fit within the green handgrips left over from Jorge's 
own weapon, "If we modify a proven design, there will be no question 
of reliability. With the giant, I believe we are afforded an extra 
twenty kilos of weight in the cannon. Remove the shield, the stand, 
and the handles. Add a mount for his forward grip, and increase 
barrel length for accuracy." 

Mordin moved his hands in the air as though he was rearranging 
thoughts in his head. "Agreed. Can compensate imbalance with 
equalized core and latest model Elkoss Combine targeting computer, " 
he said, "Move ammunition block further back, stabilize in rear 
hand . " 

"Yes, and add extra heat sinks here, here, and here, " continued 
Okeer, "better for him to fire continuously with extra weight than 
load a rack of thermal clips the size of a pyjak." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"I'll be honest, chess was never my favorite. Pawn to B6, " said 
Jorge as he studied the holographic display. In the hours after the 
Horizon Debriefing, he had been even more inactive in his quarters, 
and EDI had decided now would be a good time to probe for data. "I 
preferred Macau or Poker. Soldiers carried cards, so we carried 
cards . "<p> 


"You mean the other Spartan Trainees?" asked EDI. Her light-speed 
mind calculated the multitudes of different options available to her 



but both players' opening moves were easily the most important in the 
game. "Knight to H3 . " 

"Yes," replied Jorge, "Bishop to A6." 

EDI devoted a few processes to determining her next move, but in the 
milliseconds of interim, she perused the information from the UNSC 
datapad, analyzed Jorge's every miniscule change via the sensors, and 
formed another question to ask without seeming too curious. 

The Spartan was fairly taciturn for a human, and the AI wondered if 
that had anything to do with his UNSC training, which, thus far, was 
a subject on which EDI felt she had only scratched the surface. While 
their shared datapad was filled with precise historical information, 
the AI had had a certain difficulty in procuring more detailed 
schematics and strategic concepts. 

The AI pressed on. Cerberus needed as many tools as possible to fight 
the Reapers, and the Illusive Man wanted as much from Jorge, and his 
universe, as she could find. 

"Bishop to D3, " said EDI, "How many of you were there?" 

"Not enough," replied Jorge. 

"Considering your effectiveness in combat alongside Commander 
Shepard," said EDI, "the Covenant must have been a vastly superior 
force . " 

He sighed for a moment before speaking, "The Covenant took every 
world they found. Ground engagements were one thing, but even if we 
beat them in space, they'd come back with more, every time. Harvest, 
Ariel, Eumirole. All glass now. Knight to C6." 

The AI sensed that Jorge's vocal patterns were beginning to strain, 
and tried to deflect the conversation into more useful territory. He 
was an asset to the team, and EDI did not want to cause psychological 
distress . 

"The Reaper threat has been largely ignored by citadel authorities 
since Commander Shepard first spoke of it two years ago, " she said, 
"It seems unthinkable that no one but the Illusive Man is willing to 
listen. Pawn to E4 . " 

"It's not that surprising. Extraordinary evidence for extraordinary 
claims. Pawn to E5, " said Jorge. He shifted his weight on the heavy 
crate he'd been using for a seat. The metal groaned and flexed 
slightly as he did so. "The outer colonies didn't believe that the 
Covenant were real until half of them had been wiped out. In the 
chaos, the Insurrectionists grew bolder, and we ended up fighting a 
war inside another war." 

"Humans are curious," replied EDI, "Why would they not heed the 
warnings? The threat must have been obvious from the refugee camps 
alone. The displacement of survivors that likely occurred in the wake 
of such an invasion would have made it impossible to 
discount . " 

"Covenant never left much in the way of survivors when they glassed a 
planet," said Jorge. 



The word, "glassed," gave EDI pause. All 0.3 microseconds of 
it . 

From her access to the UNSC datapad, she recalled that it had been 
coined from an ultimatum spoken by the Covenant, a result of the 
total destruction of a colony by plasma bombardment. 

"_Your world will burn until its surface is but glass. "_ 

The term referred explicitly to Lechatelierite, a silica glass 
previously formed only by high-energy lightning strikes. 

A typical Terran lightning strike delivered up to 500 megajoules of 
energy within the space of 10 microseconds and converted up to 15 
meters of buried soil into silicate glass. A Covenant fleet would 
have to collectively deliver over 170,000,000 yottajoules of energy 
onto the surface of an earth-like planet to completely cover it in 
ash and glass. 

EDI ran the numbers again. From all accounts available to her, 
glassing took the Covenant up to two days to complete. Assuming the 
UNSC fleet was of sufficient size to present a credible threat to 
their borders, resulting in a genocidal war, the Covenant fleet must 
still have been of collectively greater tonnage in addition to their 
technological superiority. 

But the datapad provided no information on UNSC fleet sizes, troop 
deployments, or strategic locations. EDI recognized a security 
protocol when she saw one, and made a reasonable estimation based on 
Jorge's declaration of UNSC space to be the same as Alliance 
Territory . 

If the UNSC possessed eight hundred ships, versus two thousand for 
the Covenant, the required energy output per ship in a "glassing 
fleet" of one thousand vessels would range from 0.5 to 10 yottajoules 
per minute, or 2.3x10^12 kilotons of energy. The best that the 
Alliance could offer was 38 kilotons per shot from one of their 
biggest ships. 

EDI lagged for a moment, faced with what a human would call a 
horrifying comprehension of how astronomically different the numbers 
were . 

"Covenant Glassing seems impossible," she said out loud. Jorge didn't 
look up from the board. 

"It does," he said, "until you see it." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"So, here we are, on Illium, there's nothing to do, and Shepard's 
not going to be back until after nightfall, " said the lithe human 
woman the commander had recruited last time they were on the Citadel. 
Garrus mentally fumbled for her name. Cammy? Katara? Kasumi? The last 
one. That was it . <p> 

The three of them stood watch over the skyline of Nos Astra, the 
capital of the asari "borderworld" while Shepard, Jacob, and Grunt 
were busy taking a ride towards the pair of half-built towers in the 



distance. Tali'zorah spoke up first. "It's been a while since I've 
had any time to myself, " she said, as she absentmindedly wrung her 
hands, "I'm... I'm not sure where we could go." 

"On Omega, there was Afterlife, " said Garrus, "Aria kept a tight 
ship, but there was always a corner to settle down where no one would 
be noticed. Or bothered, at any rate." 

"Hmpth, good luck finding a place like that around here, " replied 
Kasumi, her gaze flitting around from building to storefront, "It 
feels like the walls have eyes." 

"Could be worse," replied Garrus, "Could be the Citadel." 

"Is the former C-Sec officer suggesting that the Citadel _isn't_ the 
pinnacle of civilization?" the Master Thief asked, somewhat 
playfully . 

"Oh I didn't say that," said the turian formerly known as Archangel, 
"It's just that the Citadel has some of the most boring nightclubs in 
the galaxy. Come on, there's a bar around the corner, we can catch a 
few drinks and watch the news." 

He lifted himself off the railing and began making his way past a few 
kiosks selling "unconventional" weapon mods and up the stairs towards 
"Eternity." Tali quickly followed behind him, but Kasumi lingered for 
a moment at the railing. 

Inside the bar, Garrus set himself on one of the barstools and pulled 
over a red bowl of dextro-amino trail mix. The matriarch recognized 
him and poured a drink on Shepard's tab. 

_Guess that's one upside to working with Cerberus, _ he thought 
quietly, _Free drinks, if nothing else._ 

Tali sat next to him, her environment suit made it difficult to eat 
foods that she hadn't prepared, but Garrus appreciated the company. 
The pair of them quietly sat and stared at the vid screen over the 
bar, letting the galaxy's news network fill the dead air with 
snippets about fashion, housing prices, and the ongoing story about 
the Batarian Hegemony suing the Citadel Council. Garrus felt his mind 
succumbing to the haze of the drink and the useless noise before Tali 
prodded him. 

"Are you listening?" she asked insistently, "Another human colony was 
attacked . " 

"I don't want to sound jaded. Tali, but we know that the Collectors 
are just kidnapping them," replied Garrus, "What's diff-" 

"Look!" she interrupted as she pointed at the vidscreen, and Garrus' 
eyes went wide. 

"Hey, turn this up!" he said to the bartender. Aethyta glanced at him 
and waved her hand, the volume on the screen increased mid 
sentence . 

"... pendence was attacked within the past twenty-four hours. ENN has 
procured video evidence of the event, and we offer fair warning for 
our viewers: what you are about to see may disturb you." 



Disturbing was an understatement, as the video that flashed up on the 
screen showed what could only be described as horrifying. The image 
was grainy, but it was very apparent that the videographer was 
witnessing a full-scale Collector invasion. The forms of husks. 
Collector troopers, and massive conglomerations of fleshy monsters 
filled the screen. One of the Collectors began to glow in the way 
that Shepard described in the briefing for the Horizon encounter, and 
pointed at the camera. There was a blur as the device was dropped to 
the ground and the turian could just barely make out what could only 
be the camera's wielder being dragged towards Harbinger, who examined 
the hapless victim for a moment before turning to his followers. Even 
over the terrible footage, the Collector leader's voice 
boomed . 

_**HUMAN. MALE. GENETIC STRENGTH AGAINST SAMPLE X4C-T. VIABLE 
POSSIBILITY. PUT HIM WITH THE OTHERS TO BE PROCESSED .* *_ 

The man screamed and struggled, but after a Collector touched him 
with a strange tool, he went limp and was pulled off screen. The rest 
of the group moved on and the vid screen returned to a reporter's 
face. The asari newswoman quickly composed herself out of her obvious 
shock before continuing to speak. 

"Reports vary on what has been the cause of the attacks on human 
colonies, and this video evidence is currently being scrutinized for 
its validity. In other news..." 

"We have to get back to the Normandy, " said Kasumi from behind Garrus 
and Tali'zorah, startling them both. "The Commander's going to want 
to hear about this." 

Still stunned by the footage, Garrus silently nodded and led the 
three of them out of the bar. Outside, he tried to maintain a calm 
demeanor, but he couldn't help constantly running what he'd seen 
through his mind over and over again. The Collectors had so far 
operated in complete silence; their seeker swarms kept every human in 
stasis when their ship landed, causing a total communicat ions 
blackout for the abductions. This sudden change in behavior was 
worrying, and try as he might, Garrus couldn't determine what it 
meant strategically. He didn't have a large enough view of the 
battlefield . 

Kasumi was right. Commander Shepard needed to be told 
immediately . 

"Joker, what's the ETA on Shepard's return?" he asked his comm. 

The device replied within a few moments. 

"He entered the building an hour ago," replied the pilot, "so we're 
guessing maybe another twenty minutes or so. What's the rush Garrus? 
Did a woman ask you to find her missing keys again?" 

"The Collectors just went public," replied the Turian. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>NOTES : <p> 



*****The gun referred to as a "GAU-20/U Multipurpose Heavy Turret" is 
meant to be the turret that the player uses in Mass Effect 3 at 
various points. Try as I might, I could not find an official name for 
the thing, so I had to create one. 

******While the math is more-or-less correct for this chapter, the 
actual numbers are, from what I have been able to glean from detailed 
sources, like HaloNation, wrong. EDI made her best guess, but the 
UNSC is more likely to have close to 2000 ships according to math 
performed off of information stated or inferred from Data Pad 10. 

(The data pads are a HaloiReach easter egg/hidden story, for the 
unaware. Even the "2000 ships" is potentially inaccurate, considering 
that the estimation was made from a log recorded in 2526, the start 
of the war.) The covenant had conceivably ten times as many vessels, 
and all capable of outputting energy at a much higher magnitude than 
previously believed, according to the "two days to glass" 
figure . 

Also considering that their reasoning for warfare was not "this 
faction could pose a threat to our military might" but rather, "these 
humans pose a threat to our religion" it's not surprising they went 
straight for genocide regardless of how many ships the UNSC had at 
its disposal. 

Either way, her math illustrates just how dangerous the Covenant 
Empire is, and conversely, how powerful the UNSC must be to stand a 
chance . 

*******In the "Grunt" section of the last chapter, I got a number of 
comments that I spelled "Jorge" wrong. This is partially due to my 
"style" of trying to remain in a sort of "third person limited" where 
the narrative is told from an outside perspective that is derivative 
of the observations of a single character at a time. 

Thus, Grunt would refer to Jorge as "George" because he's not 
familiar with the particulars of English pronunciation, and honestly 
believes that "George" is how his name is spelled. Granted, this 
potentially brings up a lot of issues regarding inter-species 
grammar, vocabulary, and syntax comprehension, but for now, I thought 
it highlighted his "newborn" nature. 


7 . Chapter 7 

"The Alliance picket was concealed by the colony's second moon when 
the Collector ship arrived in-system. They caught the vessel by 
surprise while it was engaged in synchronous orbit over the "Mast of 
Independence" colony below. Between two destroyers and three heavy 
cruisers, only one Alliance Warship made it through the engagement 
somewhat intact, " said EDI over the comm line as the kodiak shuttle 
approached the hulking Collector ship. Looking at the planet surface, 
the Commander saw grey rivers of sludge pouring through the 
thoroughfares of the colony, coating every surface. The area nearest 
the ship's hovering point had turned brown and now glistened like the 
chitinous shell of an insect. Structures on the outskirts of the 
colony released plumes of obscuring black smoke, their fires burning 
bright from volatile starship debris. 


The vaguely cylindrical Collector ship towered above the planet, 
looming over the destroyed colony like a vulture picking its way 



around the last few remnants of a carcass. Even in its current state, 
with severely crumpled hull plating, smoking engines, and large holes 
in the fuselage, the ship exuded a sense of ominous power just under 
its surface. 

"Five against one?" said Thane, the Drell assassin that Commander 
Shepard had recruited on their last stop. His masked face conveyed no 
emotion, but his watery voice was filled with disbelief. "That seems 
far fetched, even for a ship of this size." 

"Not really, " replied Jorge, his tone implying an unfortunate 
familiarity with the subject, "Even a small advantage in technology 
can be devastating in an engagement." 

"Whatever the odds, " said Kirk, "This looks like our only chance to 
find out more about where the Collectors are striking from, and why 
they were abducting colonists." He didn't want to add their 
suspicions about what the Collector's current goals were, considering 
how horrifying the implications had been before. 

The SR-2 stood off, away from the colony. The first Normandy had been 
spotted by the Collectors even with the stealth systems active, so 
Joker wasn't taking any chances. The shuttle moved in close to the 
ship, and Shepard finally got a clear view of the colony's 
buildings . 

The Collectors had dropped some kind of terraforming sludge onto the 
ground. It spread like an infectious ooze throughout the settlement, 
converting residential buildings into strange cocoon-like hulks. 

Other structures had sprouted what looked like anti-aircraft guns, 
while still more had partially dissolved into the muck. 

The ground all around the structures was littered with humanoid 
forms, Shepard couldn't tell if they were Collectors, Husks, or 
Humans. He gestured towards the carnage. 

"What do you think they were doing?" he asked, though the answer 
lurked in the back of his mind. 

"They were trying to establish a base of some kind," responded Jorge. 
The Spartan pointed to the subtle differences in the converted 
buildings, "Barracks, defenses, communicat ions networks, it's all 
there . " 

"No power though, " replied Shepard, "maybe an EMP from the destroyed 
ship, or maybe we got lucky and something else knocked out the 
generators. Let's get inside before we find out if anybody survived 
on the ground." 

The shuttle circled around the ship to find an opening. The task 
didn't take long, as one of the larger gashes in the plating had a 
horizontal surface large enough for them to land on. The craft put 
down and the crew cautiously hauled themselves out, checking 
constantly for enemy action. 

The way looked clear, and Shepard took point, covering corners and 
clearing hallways in sync with his back up. Thane was a quick study 
in Shepard's style, something that the Commander guessed was part of 
his nature as an assassin: a surveyor of body language to find the 
weakest point in an opponent's defenses. 



The ship was entirely silent, save for the hiss of venting plasma and 
gases in the more broken sections of the fuselage, and the quiet 
seemed to press in on Shepard. The uneven passageways seemed almost 
familiar, but the Commander couldn't quite put his finger on why, and 
this uncertainty only served to make the journey more disconcert ing . 
The insectoid creatures that lived and worked on this ship seemed to 
really enjoy brown, misshapen hallways interspersed with rigid, 
hexagonal doors and girders, and it was beginning to drive Shepard up 
a wall . 

The Escheresque madness stopped for a moment when the squad came upon 
what could only be described as a pile of vaguely humanoid goo. The 
material was obviously decomposing humans, but the matter was gray 
and oddly fluid, as if something was breaking them down at a 
molecular level. It was repulsive on a very deep seated level, and 
the Commander was having a hard time just looking at the mess before 
them . 

Thane seemed to have less compunctions about the sight, and he 
stooped to examine one of the more... corporeal... bodies 
present . 

"Looks like Nanotechnology, " he said as he ran his omni tool over the 
corpse, "'Gray Goo' was once feared by the citadel council alongside 
Artificial Intelligence, but now..." 

"Mordin, are you getting these readings?" said Shepard into his comm. 
He was slowly getting used to the sight, but it still wasn't fun to 
look at. 

"Yes," came the response, "Fascinating. Nanide infiltration of basic 
cellular structure, repurposed biometrics, altered physiological and 
immune stress tests, element zero fabrication and integration. 

Curious . " 

"How many times must I tell you?! _English_, Doctor!" spat Okeer over 
the communicat ions line, Shepard grinned silently in 
agreement . 

"Collectors experimenting with Human genome and physiology, 
attempting to create new forms, perhaps find weaknesses. Unsure," 
replied Mordin. 

"Brilliant, Doctor! You're unsure of the nature of the 

experimentation, but you find it intriguing? Ugh, Salarians ! " replied 
Okeer, taking over the channel, "We'll determine the outcome of this 
_fascinating _puzzle, Shepard, just keep looking for a terminal to 
find your navigational data, Okeer out." 

"Copy, " replied Shepard as he motioned for the squad to keep moving, 
"Over and out." 

The three of them pressed on, further into the bowels of the ship, 
until they came upon what looked like a medical workstation with two 
pod-shaped gurneys beside it. No insectoid was in sight, but the 
Commander kept his guard up, slowly advancing on the medical terminal 
until he was certain that the area was clear. 


Despite his apprehension about seeing another mutilated corpse, the 



Commander looked into one of the medical gurneys. The body inside was 
completely unexpected, as Shepard found himself face-to-face with a 
Collector, its eyes dim and hollow, its chitinous flesh cold. The 
alien seemed to be the victim of more experimentation, which struck 
Shepard as odd. 

"EDI, are you picking this up?" he asked as he put his omnitool close 
to the terminal. A holographic image of available data began to 
stream across his arm, "It looks like the Collectors are performing 
more medical experiments, but... on one of their own?..." 

"You are indeed correct, Shepard," replied the AI, "It seems that the 
Collectors were trying to determine similarities between humanity and 
themselves. The other gurney has trace remains of iron-based blood 
and human skin flakes." 

"New forms, and now similarities?" asked Jorge, "Why are they so 
interested in human genetics when they already plan to wipe us 
out?" 


"The genetic malleability of humanity has been noted several times in 
xenobiological studies since the First Contact War. Given that past 
dealings with the Collectors have routinely been focused on rare 
genetic and physiological variables," replied EDI, "they may be 
trying to use whatever human biological strengths they can find 
against the rest of the galaxy. Either that, or they may be trying to 
root out the source of the "contamination" that Harbinger spoke of in 
your last encounter." 

"Well, here I am, " said Jorge as he hefted the experimental heavy 
turret that Mordin and Okeer had crafted for him, an unspoken promise 
of destruction. 

"Is there anything else useful in this terminal EDI?" asked Shepard 
as he nodded at the Spartan, "Anything about where they might be 
located? " 

"No navigational data is accessible through this terminal, " replied 
the AI, "the system is compartmentalised to prevent infiltration in 
this fashion, but I have discovered something. Based on the specimen 
present, the Collectors have a quad-strand genetic structure, 
something only shared with one other species in recorded history: the 
Protheans . " 

"That's.. I'm not going to say that's impossible, but.." said Shepard 
as he looked pointedly at Jorge. 

The Spartan looked back at him and then turned to examine the 
Collector in the gurney. "I've been catching up on history of this 
place," he said, "The Protheans were the dominant species 50,000 
years ago; until recently no one understood why they vanished." 

"It would seem as though we know now," replied Thane, "Commander, we 
shouldn't linger, I fear that we may be attracting undue 
attention . " 

"Agreed," said Shepard, "Let's find a navigation terminal and then 
get the hell out of here." 


He began to move deeper into the bowels of the ship, but stopped at a 



pile of discarded weapons. The collection was fairly generic. 
Avengers, Vindicators, a Katana, but a glint of square alloy caught 
his eye. Bending down, the Commander reached for the handle of the 
weapon, and lifted an M-300 Claymore shotgun from the pile. 

"This'll do," he said under his breath as he slung the massive 
krogan-made scattergun on his lower back. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Jorge quietly carried his new heavy machine gun past a closed 
hexagonal door and over the low barricade separating the squad from 
what appeared to be the massive cargo bay of the Collector ship. The 
weapon was unfamiliar in his hands, but it was clear that Mordin and 
Okeer had dedicated careful hours into its design, as it was balanced 
similarly to the M247H he normally carried. While getting used to the 
gun's heat management system was simplified by the Doctors' work into 
integration with his Mjolnir HUD, the comparative lightness of the 
weapon, combined with the lack of ammunition he had to carry in his 
field kit, meant that he was still slightly unbalanced overall. 
Supersoldier or not, he wasn't going to adjust out of a 10 year habit 
in only a day.<p> 

The Spartan surveyed his surroundings carefully. Their path had taken 
them onto a narrow walkway set into the side of the ship's enormous 
cargo bay. The exposed position made him nervous, as there was no 
telling how many snipers could be zeroing in on their 
location . 

Jorge's extended look at the walls forced a cold feeling into his 
gut. The ship itself was unsettling in its construct ion; the 
passageways were formed from what looked like amorphous chitin glued 
haphazardly over a pre-existing crystalline skeleton. The design was 
unlike anything he had encountered; UNSC, Covenant, and the 
smattering of Citadel Council-derived architecture Jorge had been 
exposed to looked nothing like this vaguely organic mess. 

It didn't matter for the purposes of the mission, so the Spartan shut 
his architectural analysis out of his mind and focused on keeping a 
sharp eye out for potential threats. The tracker on his HUD wasn't 
picking up any movement, but devices like that could be 
fooled . 

"Commander, " Jorge said, "Ship this size, how many troops do you 
think were aboard during the engagement?" 

"I have no idea," replied Shepard, "I mean, look at the size of this 
thing." He gestured at the high domed walls of the vessel's interior 
that gave the appearance of an animal's ribcage. "The Collectors were 
going to use it for something. Were they going to pack soldiers in 
for an invasion? Were they going to capture every human being in the 
galaxy at once? We don't know, not yet." 

"I couldn't say one way or the other," said Jorge, "there's no sign 
of enemy troopers aboard, not even corpses from a hull 
breach . " 

"That was starting to irk me as well. Commander," added Thane. The 
green reptilian had been quiet for most of the journey. Jorge idly 
wondered if that was his nature as a "drell" or as an 



assassin . 


"There!" interrupted Shepard as he walked towards a raised half-moon 
shaped pedestal on a platform jutting out into the cavernous hold. 

The edges of the pedestal were adorned with a green hologram, 
somewhat like a command console, "A terminal. EDI, can you access 
navigational data from here?" 

"Affirmative, Shepard," came the reply, "I'll need a few moments to 
survey the network for information." 

"Commander, " said Jorge as he heard a faint howl in the air and the 
motion tracker on his HUD began to light up with red dots, "We may 
not have very long." 

Before Shepard could speak, a heavy mass smashed to the walkway ten 
meters from the terminal, kicking up a cloud of dust and debris. A 
blast erupted from the haze, impacting the dull, bronze-colored 
pedestal and sending chunks of the alien metal flying in every 
direction. Jorge reacted fastest, shielding the Commander and Thane 
with his body and taking the brunt of the splash damage on his 
shields, which dropped down to 2% strength in an instant. 

"Weapons free! Weapons free!" shouted Shepard as he rolled into cover 
next to Jorge, unlimbering the boxy shotgun he'd found earlier. The 
Spartan and the Assassin opened fire in unison on the heavy mass that 
had fired at them. The portable mass effect turret hammered like 
nothing Jorge had ever handled. After spending time with Shepard's 
arsenal, he'd been expecting the gun to have none of the meaty feel 
that his M247H possessed, but it quickly became apparent that the 
Krogan Doctor's designs more than made up for the gun's light weight. 
It didn't feel like a propellant weapon at all, more like a piece of 
pneumatic construction equipment, but Jorge appreciated its power all 
the same. 

As the dust from the impact settled, the strange creature was 
revealed, and Jorge wasn't sure what to make of it. The beast was 
nearly half again his size, and much of that extra mass had collected 
into a collection of tumors on its right shoulder. The accompanying 
arm had distended far beyond normal size, and it ended in what looked 
like a cannon barrel. The pattern instantly struck Jorge as familiar, 
and his suspicions were proved correct as the barrel-end of the arm 
began to glow with a turquoise light. 

"Get down!" he shouted, and the three of them took cover behind the 
command-center terminal. There wasn't much room on the platform, but 
they didn't have much of a choice. EDI needed time to search the 
ship's internal network. 

The arm discharged a massive pulse that blasted against the 
bronze-colored platform, knocking more chunks into the air and 
throwing the drell assassin off balance. 

Jorge lifted the turret and blindly fired in the hulk's direction. 

The rounds, heavy as they were, didn't seem to be affecting the 
beast's momentum as it took a lurching step forward and raised its 
gun arm towards them again. 

"The edge! Push it off the edge!" shouted Shepard as he pointed 
towards the drop-off into the massive cargo bay. 



Thane nodded in understanding before placing a round into the beast ' s 
left knee. The creature staggered towards the precipice and Jorge 
followed up with more heavy fire of his own, trying to keep the hulk 
off-balance so it couldn't use that cannon again. 

The Commander ducked back behind cover, putting the palm of his 
omnitool to the side of his shotgun. A red hologram flared to life on 
the sides of the gun; Shepard nodded, and then took a step out from 
cover, only to translocate the ten meter gap in an instant, his 
momentum knocking the beast almost over the edge. To Jorge's 
adrenaline-fused mind, the Commander brought the gun up in slow 
motion, blasting the creature with what looked like a double-handful 
of flaming, hypersonic gravel. The creature, now _on fire_, toppled 
over, falling into the massive cargo bay with a strange gurgle, its 
turquoise cannon firing wildly the entire way down. 

"EDI, how much longer do you need?" he asked as he rushed back toward 
the safety of the pedestal's cover. More howls had filled the air, 
combining with the sound of hundreds of insect wings buzzing in 
unison . 

"Fifteen seconds Commander," said the AT, "There's quite a lot more 
than I had previously calculated." 

"We may not have fifteen seconds, " said Thane as he took aim with his 
rifle. A burst from the Incisor rang out and in the distance, Jorge 
just made out the image of a humanoid figure crashing into the cargo 
bay . 

Shepard drew his heavy pistol and began attempting the same shots as 
Thane, but his effective range was limited. The horde of Collector 
troopers was approaching, and they were nearly out of time. 

"Data collected Commander," said EDI, "Recommend immediate 
evacuation. Telemetry shows numerous contacts." 

"I'll take that under advisement, EDI," replied the Commander before 
herding the squad into a run, "Move!" 

Jorge was no slouch in the speed department, and he was first into 
the comparatively miniscule opening that they'd entered the bay from. 
The Spartan raised his turret against the swarm of bodies on the 
Commander's heels and opened fire for a burst that would have 
overheated his old turret three times over. The half-destroyed 
corpses of Collector troops fell onto the walkway like cordwood for 
nearly 30 seconds before the rest of the squad reached the door. In 
that time, one of the inbound fliers near the back began to glow with 
an intense light. 

A booming voice called out into the bay. 

_**STOP SHEPARD. DESTROY THE ANOMALY. **_ 

"Time to move!" said Shepard as he and Thane sprinted past Jorge. The 
Spartan turned to run with them, but there was a problem. The way out 
was shut off by another hexagonal door. Two of them blocked the 
squad's path, when before they had passed only a single closed 
door . 



"EDI," said Shepard, "We've hit a slight snag." 

"The quickest exit has been blocked by Collector fire safety 
protocols," said EDI, which gave Jorge's lightning-fast mind a quick 
pause, but he put the question away for later, "Attempting to reroute 
a spike past firewall 1138 for the other door." 

"As fast as you can go, EDI," said Shepard calmly, "No pressure or 
anything . " 

The horde funneled in through the door like the Persians at 
Thermopylae, but Jorge wasn't sure if the three of them could hold 
for three minutes, let alone three days. Regardless, he opened fire 
again, trying to slow the tidal wave of enemies to give them time to 
escape. In and amongst the Collector soldiers. Husks pushed forward 
at a running pace, trying to get ahead of their insectoid comrades. 
Jorge couldn't see clearly through the crush of bodies, but more of 
the hulking beasts like the one they'd encountered back at the 
navigation console were slowly making their way towards the 
entrance . 

"Done, Shepard, " said EDI after what felt like the longest ten 
seconds ever spent, "I'll close the door behind your team, 
hurry . " 

The squad wasted no time getting through the opening, and as it 
slammed shut behind them, they took a collective breath of 
relief . 

"Come on," said the Commander, "We're not out of this hellish maze 
just yet . " 


8 . Chapter 8 

"Hellish maze" became an understatement as Shepard's squad pushed 
deeper and deeper into the Collector vessel. Harbinger's forces 
attempted to cut them off at every turn, but each time the three of 
them managed to saw through the seemingly endless waves of collector 
troops, husks, and the hulking beasts that he had taken to calling 
"Hammers . " 

Close examinations of the grotesque monsters often left Shepard 
wondering as to what other "new forms" the Collectors might have 
created since their exodus from Horizon, but he kept his mind focused 
on the mission. There was no choice; they had to get out 
alive . 

"Left, keep it off balance! Jorge, flank right! Cover, cover, cover!" 
the Commander shouted orders left and right to maintain control over 
the firefights as they ran from one stumbling block into another. The 
squad never faced the massive horde that had greeted them in the 
cavernous cargo hold, but each pile of bodies they had to leave 
behind was another mark in how long it was taking them to get through 
the tunnels. Even with EDI guiding them, it was no picnic. 

"Shepard, take the door 15 meters from your location, " she said 
dispassionately into his communicator , "I will mark it with a 
holopanel . " 



"Come on, people, next door!" the Commander said as they pushed aside 
the latest wave. The insectoid troopers were not quite as difficult 
to take down as they had been on Horizon, thanks to the Doctors' 
rapid-fire experimentation with black market tech, but each stop 
meant that the Collectors would be more and more likely to find their 
shuttle and cut off all chances of escape. 

Yet another hexagonal door hissed closed behind them, and the room it 
had guarded was no different in aesthetic than anywhere else on the 
ship, but it was considerably larger. The space felt like an arena, 
and it possessed, rather ominously, an appropriate set of massive 
gates at the far end of the room. There was only a modicum of cover, 
but the clear defensive positioning in relation to the far door 
served only to put Shepard even deeper into unease. 

"Shepard, there is a passage leading directly to the shuttle on your 
right," said EDI, "I will need at least one minute to penetrate the 
firewalls securing the door." 

"Room's clear EDI," replied the Commander as a small stone formed in 
his gut. The area was strangely quiet, "work as fast as you have 
been, and we'll be alright." 

Jorge and Thane took up defensive positions around the entryway as an 
unnerving silence settled over the area. There was no chittering of 
insectoid troops, no fluttering of giant insect wings, no shouts from 
Harbinger possessing his soldiers. Shepard raised his Claymore to 
defensively scan the room. He didn't see anything, but the lack of 
targets failed to ease his mind. 

"Shepard," said EDI, interrupting his quiet discomfort, "This lock is 
proving more difficult to access. I will require an additional two 
minutes to open the door." 

"Keep at it EDI, we're still al-" he was cut off as the sound of 
metal rending against metal filled the air. 

Shepard looked to see that the gate at the far end of the arena had 
been stripped from its hinges and replaced by a monster several times 
more massive than the Hammers that had been hounding the squad since 
the navigation terminal. Rather than a lumpy mass, the creature's 
skin was smooth and chitinous like the insectoid collectors 
themselves. Crab-shaped in its basic construct ion, the creature's 
massive claws appeared to have large gunbarrels between the pincers, 
and its inset eyes glowed with an eerie yellow light. All along its 
back, massive protrusions stood tall and pulsed with blue energy that 
reminded the Commander of the glow of a Mass Effect field. 

The beast screeched in an ear-splitting pitch as it reared up on its 
hind legs, revealing heavy chitinous armor covering its abdomen. The 
noise was unbearable, and both Shepard and Thane dropped their 
weapons and attempted to cover their ears to block out the liquid 
agony that poured into their skulls. The screech stopped abruptly, 
and through blurry vision, the Commander could see that Jorge had 
already opened fire on the creature. The rounds of his heavy machine 
gun sank into its armor, but each one seemed to do only a little 
damage to the dense outer shell. 


Weakly, Shepard reached for his Claymore. The haze was still coloring 
his vision, but he was able to crawl back behind cover. 



"Aim for the eyes, " he whispered over the comms so that Jorge, and 
maybe Thane, could hear him. "The shell's too thick." The Spartan 
continued firing, only pausing his barrage to bob and weave like a 
champion boxer, deftly avoiding shots from the giant crab's 
claws . 

"Yes, Commander," came a weak reply. The Drell assassin braced his 
gun on the shallow ripple in the floor that he'd fallen behind and 
began muttering to himself in what sounded to Shepard like a 
prayer . 

The sniper rifle gave a burst of fire and the yellow glow from the 
giant crab's face seemed to have halved in intensity. The creature 
reeled and chittered in pain before crouched down and put its claws 
on the ground in front of it. The spines on its back pulsed bright 
blue with mass effect energy. With only a fraction of a second to 
react, Shepard activated his biotic charge to jump forward. In that 
moment, an enormous wave of force flew out from the creature's form, 
engulfing the squad. His quick thinking had killed a lion's share of 
the wave's momentum and saved him from a potentially harsh injury, 
but Shepard was still thrown against the far wall next to Thane, 
whose lightly helmeted head smacked into the uneven surface, knocking 
him out cold. 

"The door is open, Shepard, " said EDI over the comms, "The squad must 
move through now, as I do not know how long it will stay that 
way . " 

"That's our ticket out of here! Come on!" shouted the Commander as 
Jorge extricated himself from a man-shaped depression in the wall, 
his gold shields flickering and sparking from the impact. Another 
bolt from the crab hit the wall next to him, but the Spartan was 
inhumanly fast enough to get out of the way. 

Shepard made motions to grab the unconscious assassin, but Jorge beat 
him to it, scooping the drell up in one hand and his portable turret 
in the other. The big man nodded and they bolted for the door. The 
crab was just too large to get in behind them, but it stuck a claw 
through the entrance and blindly fired as many times as it could 
before the former Spectre and Spartan Commando rounded a corner, out 
of its reach. 

The kodiak sat at the end of the tunnel, waiting for them; Shepard 
sprinted for the hatch, opening it first so that Jorge could 
carefully load Thane into a seat before the craft shot out of the 
Collector vessel's hull. 

Almost instantly, the previously inactive defensive guns began to 
open up, and the pilot was forced to bob and weave erratically to 
avoid getting shot down, but between their relatively small size and 
the looming mass of the ship, the shuttle was able to reach the outer 
borders of the colony. 

The Normandy passed by at easily Mach 5, scooping the shuttle out of 
the atmosphere and darting away from the planet before the massive 
Collector ship could give chase. 



><p>"Mr. Krios ' s condition aside, Shepard," said the Illusive Man, 
turning away from the galactic map to face Kirk Shepard, "The data 
EDI collected gives us a starting point. With the Reaper IFF, you 
could stop the Collectors now, before they create even more 
abominations. We can't allow them to develop weapons that we'll be 
unable to beat."<p> 

Commander Shepard, Jorge, Mordin, and Miranda crowded inside the 
entanglement communicator as best they could while the Illusive Man 
debriefed them. EDI's recovered files had shown the precise location 
for where the Collectors had been hiding, a revelation that 
demonstrated the kind of technological power they were up against, 
and the discovery that they were making serious forays into the 
Terminus System colonies only compounded the danger. 

"It didn't seem like there were many weakpoints on that crab. Maybe 
if we had bigger guns or some sort of corrosive for its armor, we 
might have had a shot," replied Shepard, "We can't give up, not this 
early in the fight." 

"I'm not suggesting that at all," said the Illusive Man, "but you're 
going to need to stop them soon, otherwise humanity is going to lose 
this war. The Collectors built a base on human soil, and they've 
proved they can effectively defend it with only one ship. We can't 
risk them taking another step on whatever plan they might 
have . " 

"Suggest contacting other organizations for assistance, " piped up 
Mordin. He was just in front of Jorge's dense chest armor, dwarfed by 
the Spartan's massive frame, "Larger pool of resources would produce 
better results." 

"We're on the bleeding edge here," countered Miranda from the back, 
"As of this moment, there isn't anything in the galaxy that's more 
advanced than this ship." 

"That's not... entirely accurate, " said Jorge. His massive hands held 
up his scratched and tarnished helmet. 

Kirk immediately understood what the Spartan meant. 

"We're at a crossroads," he said, turning to face his teammates, "We 
can get the Reaper IFF, go through the Omega-4 relay, and maybe we'll 
stop the Collectors at their home before they have a chance to wipe 
us out. Or, we can keep building up what we have, extend our hands 
out to the rest of the galaxy, let them help us find the right tools. 
We need every weapon we can find, and every mind we can convince, 
helping us fight." 

"It's your choice, Shepard," said the Illusive Man. He idly took a 
puff of his cigarette before continuing, "Whichever route you choose, 
the fate of humanity rests in your hands." 

The entanglement communicator pulsed blue as the connection was 
disbanded, and Shepard, Mordin, Miranda, and Jorge were left behind 
in the conference room. The conference table lifted back to normal 
height as the four of them stepped away from it, and Shepard turned 
to put his hands on the exquisitely stained and polished wooden 
surface . 



"I want an honest assessment. Where do we stand against the 
Collectors?" He asked. His brow furrowed in the bright lights, 
casting multiple ominous shadows across his face. 

"Commander, we'll probably need bigger guns than the ones I carry," 
said Jorge, "but our biggest concern is time, if nothing 
else . " 

"That's the problem," Kirk replied, "I'm not sure we have any 
left . " 

"Shepard, suggest more UNSC and Covenant technology integration, " 
said Mordin. The salarian doctor began pacing rapidly as he spoke. 
"Tools built outside Reaper control more effective, different 
philosophy. Directed energy weapons, more advanced powerplant s . " He 
took a sharp breath. "Need every advantage." 

"Can't disagree there," said Miranda, she put her hands on the table 
across from Shepard's, "but the Illusive Man is right, it's your 
decision. I think we could do it. Now, while they're not expecting an 
attack . " 

The Commander put his elbows on the table and ran his hands through 
his short hair. 

"Jorge, you told me you still have a UNSC beacon in your field case. 
If we travel to the Long Night of Solace and turn it on, can we 
expect a UNSC ship to respond?" he asked. 

"If there were any survivors from the colony ship, they'd come 
investigate," Jorge said, "It may be more practical to try to recover 
something from the Covenant ship itself." 

"What would that entail?" asked Miranda as she leaned on the table 
next to the Spartan. Shepard watched her jaw work in anticipation 
over whatever Jorge would reply. Despite the enthusiasm of rank and 
file crew members like Daniels and Donnelly, He didn't entirely trust 
the high ranking Cerberus members, and it was moments like these that 
he reminded himself that the organization had been labeled as a 
terrorist group. 

"If any more Covenant survived the crash, then they likely saved 
something that Naval Intelligence called "engineers." They're 
supposed to be some kind of maintenance creatures capable of 
repairing and upgrading the ship," said Jorge. His body language 
conveying no information, almost mechanically still. "Up close, 
they're supposed to look like a blue and pink jellyfish." 

"If they didn't survive," he continued, "then we'd only be able to 
scan the ship for rough schematics and maybe recover small arms for 
examination . " 

"That's quite a lot of "ifs, " and "maybes,"" said Miranda as she put 
he hand to her chin, thoughtfully, "I'm not certain we'll be able to 
recover anything on conditions so tenuous." 

"Indeed," replied Mordin as he looked over at Jorge's resting helmet, 
"Perhaps we can reverse engineer something more accessible?" 


Jorge's reaction was immediate. 



"Absolutely not, " he practically spat as he held up a clenched fist, 
"I cannot allow disassembly of my armor for experimentation." He 
pointed emphatically at Mordin, "It is entirely too valuable to my 
survival to trust to _unqualified civilians_. " 

Miranda took a step away from him, but Shepard moved closer to the 
Spartan and used a "gentle" biotic push to hold his shoulder. 

"Easy everybody. We're all on the same team," he said as the room's 
tension eased off in small doses for every heartbeat that passed, 
"Jorge, we're not going to remove your armor. I don't think any of us 
could without a blow torch, at any rate." 

The Commander went back to the head of the table. 

"There's too many variables right now, but I don't see any waste in 
trying to scavenge what we can from the Long Night of Solace, " he 
said, "When we get there, we can make a definite assessment into what 
will and what will not work." 

"What if none of it works?" asked Miranda, not merely addressing the 
Commander . 

Jorge met her gaze before replacing his helmet. He walked out of the 
conference room but paused on the threshold and looked briefly over 
his shoulder. 

"We adapt," said the Spartan. 


9. Chapter 9 

"On approach to the crash site, stealth systems engaged, " came 
Joker's voice over the Hammerhead's communicator . 

The hover tank perched precariously in the cargo hold of the 
Normandy, its four occupants strapped in for a fast drop into 
extremely hostile territory. From high orbit, it had been obvious 
that there was still a Geth presence groundside, and to make matters 
worse, the synthetics didn't look to be the only ones. 

"Drop us in fast and quiet Joker," said Commander Shepard, "If we're 
lucky, the Geth won't notice us while we make a grab on some Covenant 
Tech . " 

"Hopefully the Covenant won't either," Jorge said grimly behind him. 
The Spartan had already activated the UNSC beacon in his pack. The 
signal that it transmitted was encrypted, but there was no way to 
know if the Geth or Covenant could detect it at all. 

The Normandy shot towards the wreck of the Long Night of Solace, 
looking for a place to drop its precious cargo when an enormous blue 
energy bolt perforated the left wing tip. The momentum of the 
high-energy plasma rocked the frigate 45 degrees to starboard, 
luckily forcing it out of the way of the next shot, which had been 
centered on the fuselage. 

"What the hell was that?!" shouted Shepard over the 
comms . 



"Something hit us from the wreck!" said Joker, "Took out one of the 
port engines . " 

"Point defense lasers!" said Jorge, "A pleasure yacht like Normandy 
won't handle another hit like that one. We need to drop now!" 

"You heard the man. Joker, " said Shepard as he adjusted with the 
docking clamp controls, "Stealth is no longer an option. Let us go, 
and bug out on the dark side. I'm ordering a comm blackout for 6 
hours. The fighting needs to settle down before we try any covert 
landings . " 

"Aye Commander," replied the pilot, "Somebody put out that fire! I'm 
not losing another Normandy." 

The Hammerhead uncoupled from the frigate and dropped like a stone 
towards the planet. The wreck of the Long Night of Solace loomed in 
the distance as Shepard spun up the hovertank's turbine drives and 
set mass effect antigrav to maximum. Hopefully the Covenant tracking 
systems wouldn't notice their reduced radar profile, or would mistake 
it for debris from the Normandy. 

As the hovertank passed through the stratosphere of the world, 
refracted light from active Covenant plasma weaponry dazzled across 
the wrecked ship. Tali moved to get a better look through the cockpit 
window . 

"_Keelah!_ It's enormous!" she said, "If this ship was operational, 
it would match tonnage for more than half the Migrant Fleet!" 

"It's more than a match for everything I've seen since I arrived," 
replied Jorge, "Or at least it was." 

The crew watched as the pulses from the Covenant ship arced across 
the sky. Dots that could only be Geth ships darted in and out of the 
fields of fire, trying to find a weak point in the Covenant air 
defences . 

"LZ looks to be about 10 clicks away from the site if we can maintain 
this descent angle," said Shepard, "we started really high." 

"Bad news Commander, " said Garrus from the tactical console, "Geth 
dropships incoming. We can either dive now and hope we land softly, 
or we can try to fight, get shot, and drop like a stone." 

"This just keeps getting better and better, " replied Shepard as he 
keyed the switch to kill the main turbine, followed closely by a 
handful of safety systems and the mass effect core, "Everybody, hold 


He threw the last switch, and the hovertank fell out of the sky like 
the wingless lump of metal that it pretended not to be. The onboard 
VI began screeching at the occupants as the altimeter flew through 
numbers like a cash withdrawal at a casino. 

"WARNING! WARNING! ALTITUDE CHANGE UNSAEE ! EMERGENCY AIRBRAKES 
DE-ACTIVATED ! EMERGENCY CORE EAILSAEES DE-ACTIVATED ! " 


Even with the stabilizer turbines spinning at maximum rpm, there 



wasn't enough air to grab at this altitude. The craft fluctuated and 
spun wildly in the air, bucking and rearing like an untamed bronco. 
Inside, the unaugmented crewmembers struggled to hold on as the tank 
threatened to capsize, and a few loud "pings" from the hull of the 
craft announced their new problem. 

"Taking... hurk... taking enemy fire," said Garrus as he was 
repeatedly smashed up against his crash harness, "Maybe we should 
have taken our chances trying to shoot back." 

"No choice now, " replied Shepard between grunts of exertion from 
wrestling with the controls, "Take too long to re-stabilize with no 
atmosphere . " 

"Bloody sick of flying," said Jorge as he sat, clamped into his seat. 
The big man was gripping the crash couch tightly enough to warp the 
metal of the arm rests. 

The tank continued to fall into thicker layers of the atmosphere, its 
wing turbines becoming more effective the closer they got to the 
planet, but as they were about to stabilize, a heavy boom and the 
sound of rending metal filled the cabin. 

"Lost the starboard turbine!" shouted Garrus as the tank began 
spinning uncontrollably and plummeting faster. 

Shepard's attempts to bring the craft under control proved fruitless, 
as everything he did just seemed to make it spin more erratically; to 
make matters worse, he caught sight of more blue flashes coming from 
the wrecked Covenant ship. 

But the light was aimed well above them, and Garrus confirmed his 
suspicions at the tactical board as they fell. 

"Drop ships... Drop ships off... the board," he said, "Looks like the 
anti-air got them." 

"Never thought the Covenant would save my life, " said Jorge 
sardonically as Shepard looked at the altimeter. It was dangerously 
low, only 2000 meters from the planet's forested surface. 

He began reactivating the mass effect core. While it was obvious that 
the anti-air was aiming for anything with an antigrav drive, there 
wasn't much choice if they were going to have a snowball's chance in 
hell at surviving planet fall. 

"1500 meters. Warning: impact imminent. Warning: impact imminent," 
said the tank's VI in a much calmer voice than before. To Shepard's 
mind, it had taken on a childish tone, as though it knew they were 
doomed, and was silently judging him for shutting off the core in the 
first place. 

"Yeah, yeah, we get it, " The Commander said as he gave the core a 
final jump. The mass effect field burst into life on the readouts, 
and the tank slowed dramatically. 

The blue light flared again, but the repurposed point defense gun 
clearly couldn't depress enough, as the shots streaked far above 
them. Shepard found himself grateful for the small miracle, but when 
he looked at their rate of descent, the good feeling in his gut 



soured . 


"Commander, we're about to crash, aren't we?" asked Tali, over his 
shoulder . 

"Brace for impact ! " Shouted Shepard as the ground rushed up to meet 
them. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Tali ' zorah vas Neema nar Rayya awoke with a start. <p> 

The last thing she remembered was the roof of the hover tank 
crumpling as they hit the ground, and then nothing. 

Sitting up, she immediately felt for a crack in her helmet and 
checked for any tears in her envirosuit before taking in her 
surroundings. The Spartan stood over her, his human body language 
suggested he was concerned. 

Or so she believed. It was so difficult to read the subtleties of 
other species sometimes. 

Looking around some more, the Quarian realized she had obviously been 
pulled from the wreckage of the tank. She had no idea how long they'd 
been out, but from what she had heard about Jorge's "durability," he 
had likely been awake the entire time. 

Tali saw the Commander and Garrus, who were now up and busy 
scavenging for undamaged equipment. The craft had landed on the bank 
of a small river, and the water gurgled calmly by as she observed 
that it had impacted squarely on the ground, creating a small, but 
noticeable crater, flattening a few trees, and sending large pieces 
of shrapnel in all directions. 

"Are you alright. Tali 'zorah? Anything broken?" asked Jorge as he 
reached down to help her up. She shook her head and grabbed his 
massive hand, and was immediately struck by how strong, yet delicate 
his motions were as he pulled her from the ground. 

"I'm fine, no punctures or fractures," she said as she tapped her 
helmet. The Spartan returned the gesture before hefting his portable 
turret and calling out to Shepard. 

"She's up. We ready to move?" he said, and the Commander came towards 
them, arms full of weapons. Garrus, close behind, carried a 
heavy-looking black box. 

"Lost a couple of guns in the crash, but we've got enough to go 
around. 25 klicks to the Long Night of Solace, and we'll probably 
have a few fights along the way, " said Shepard as he dropped the 
weapons in his arms before gesturing to the sky, "I guess the 
Covenant have airspace covered, and hell knows how many Geth are 
in-system waiting for a chance at that ship." 

"Look on the bright side, Shepard, " said Tali as Garrus put down the 
heavy black box, which she identified as a crash-resistant distress 
beacon, "with a wreck like this, both sides will probably think we 
are dead . " 



"It's a tactical advantage that we're going to need," said Jorge 
before gesturing towards the remains of the main gun, now largely 
underneath the destroyed Hammerhead, "I'd have preferred the tank 
though . " 

Both Garrus and Tali nodded in somewhat sullen agreement as Shepard 
held his omnitool up to the beacon. From what she could see, he was 
attempting to encrypt its signal and configure it for a cyclical 
burst transmission, likely to avoid Geth detection. 

"Then let's grab what we can and go in 5," he said as he started 
fiddling with the box, "The mission hasn't changed; there's no sense 
waiting for somebody to come looking." 

Garrus inspected a sniper rifle, it wasn't the usual Incisor, but a 
somewhat more common Viper with a modified scope. Tali grabbed an 
Eviscerator and noted that there were no pistols or assault rifles. 
She looked up at Garrus, who shrugged. There clearly wasn't much they 
could do about it . 

Five minutes later, they were headed for the massive ship on the 
horizon . 

Thankfully, the alien forest wasn't the most difficult terrain to 
traverse, and Tali felt like they were making good progress, even 
after two hours of moderately paced jogging broken up by occasional 
bouts of scrambling for cover as dropships shrieked by over the 
canopy . 

As the ship loomed closer, the ground became more broken up, 
revealing large fissures and rocky outcroppings that likely hadn't 
existed 2 months before. Numerous trees had been ripped sideways in 
the ground, tipping them over to reveal dense root structures and 
creating an eery illusion of tombstones. 

When the Long Night of Solace was close enough to cover them in 
shadow, Jorge signaled them to stop from his position at the front. 
The squad gathered behind a fallen log before he started to 
speak . 

"Covenant Patrol group, at least 100 meters to the south, and heading 
this way. Standard formation is two jackals on point, six grunts, and 
two elites, one major in red, one minor in blue, " his voice was very 
calm and professional as he traced out formations and directions in 
the dirt beneath their feet. He gave a cursory description of the 
creatures before adding: "Your shields won't protect you from plasma 
fire; let me draw them out while the three of you flank west and pick 
them of f . " 

"You're the expert, Jorge," said Shepard. He looked as though he was 
doing his best to imagine the Covenant patrol structure, "Anything we 
should aim for?" 

"Sangheili, Elites, have energy shields like mine, so wait for them 
to pop before moving in close enough for your scatterguns. Once they 
hit the deck, the grunts will run, but don't underestimate them," 
said Jorge before he turned to Garrus, "The jackals have portable 
energy shields on their arms, like riot shields; aim for the little 
cut-out on the side to get them to drop it." 



"Got it, 2 shots or less, " said the Turian sniper as he checked the 
scope on the Viper. 

"Move quietly, and don't get spotted," said Jorge before he picked 
his turret up and sprinted for another fallen log, hopping over it 
and continuing on into what Tali guessed was the path of the 
patrol . 

Garrus, Tali, and Shepard darted from cover to cover, taking care to 
be as invisible as possible. The Quarian could hear low growls, high 
pitched squeaks, and bizarre squawks coming from the direction that 
Jorge indicated, but even after several quick glances, she had yet to 
see anything. 

"We're almost there," said Shepard as he pointed at an embankment 
that had been pushed up well beyond the other outcroppings in the 
area. It would give them a clear field of fire for much of the area. 
"Come on, let's get ready." 

As they rushed for the elevated position, something became 
immediately clear: it was already occupied. 

Two bird-like creatures Jorge previously identified as Jackals had 
taken up a position covering the patrol that would likely be moving 
below them in a few moments. The two aliens were on alert, and 
Shepard was already halfway there. 

Thinking quickly. Tali waved her omnitool, conjuring a tech drone 
just behind the scouts. Chikkita vas Paus, as she called the bouncing 
little attack orb, struck the avian aliens with a burst of 
electricity, causing their backs to arch in pain and their arms to 
flail with randomized nerve conduction, completely exposing their 
heads above their glowing blue-green shields. 

Garrus had already taken the initiative on a shot, and his rifle 
barked twice. Two perfect holes appeared in the rear of the alien's 
heads, and they crumpled to the ground. 

As the Commander reached the outcropping, a torrent of metal struck 
the ground on the other side of their cover. Multiple screams and 
howls in alien languages echoed through the partially overturned 
forest as Jorge opened up on the Covenant patrol from his concealed 
position . 

Tali hurried for the ridge and slowly poked her head over to get a 
better look at what they were fighting. She gasped and pulled back. 
Jorge's rough rundown on their appearances had not been enough 
preparation for the reality before her. The tallest creatures. 

Elites, were massive predators, rippling with muscle and equipped 
with a frightening set of slavering jaws. The accompanying Grunts 
were perhaps less grotesque, but despite their short stature, they 
still attacked aggressively through the hailstorm of bullets being 
propelled their way. 

The Quarian turned to look at the dead jackal beside her, its clouded 
eyes betraying a visage of deadly intelligence, its cruel beak looked 
powerful enough to break bones, and its three fingered hands seemed 
to be clawing for its weapon, even in death. 

"Keelah, " she said softly as her brain slowly began to process the 



sheer unfamiliarity and terror of the Covenant species. 


Shepard, who had continued watching the mayhem below, signaled to 
her . 

"Cover me!" he said as his form glowed an intense blue, and he 
transported himself into the pair of elites while their grunt 
soldiers took cover closer to Jorge's position. 

The resulting crash knocked the big aliens over, but their bodies 
weren't sparking out like Jorge had told them to wait for. 

The Commander didn't seem to care, as he shoved his Claymore into the 
gut of the blue-clad alien and pulled the trigger. Its blue shield 
"popped" and the rest of the shot went directly into its lower torso, 
completely eviscerating the elite's midsection and nearly tearing the 
creature in half. Shepard turned to engage the other combatant to 
find that it was on its feet again. It roared in violent rage as it 
removed a stick from its belt, and in its hand, a glowing, two 
pronged sword emerged. 

Shepard didn't flinch as he racked the shotgun and fired again. The 
creature's shields flared, but did not spark out, and as it took a 
heavy swipe with its sword, the Commander hurled himself backward to 
evade the deadly arc. 

The glowing weapon crackled with intense energy as it cleaved rock 
and dirt with apparent ease in its pursuit of Shepard's armored body, 
but the commander was quick enough to dodge it again, and this time, 
he had moved well out of Tail's spray zone. 

She pointed her Eviscerator and fired on the red elite's head. The 
conical metal shavings of her scattergun found their marks, and the 
shields on the big alien failed just as Shepard launched another 
massive blast from his Claymore. At point blank, the hypersonic metal 
ripped the second elite to shreds, and it keeled over, its energy 
sword deactivating as it dropped from the creature's hand. 

The firing stopped rather abruptly as the remaining grunts fell, and 
Jorge emerged from where he had mounted his ambush. Garrus slid down 
the ridge face to inspect the dead aliens, and Tali followed suit. At 
the bottom of the small ridge, the Spartan bent to examine the red 
elite's corpse; in the same motion, he grabbed the deactivated energy 
sword and put it in his pack. 

When the four of them stood in congress over the dead Elite Major, 
Jorge turned to Shepard. 

"Not bad with these Elites Commander, " he said before pointing his 
finger chast isingly , "But that was reckless. I told you to hold 
position until their shields were depleted." He nudged the corpse 
with his foot. "This one nearly took your head off." 

"They fell over when I hit them, " replied Shepard, obviously unused 
to being reprimanded about field conduct, "Combatants with shields 
normally stay up." 

"You need to be more careful. Our survival as a team depends on 
everyone's ability to keep fighting," said Jorge, less harshly than 
before. Tali watched as his weight shifted almost imperceptibly. 



"But, I understand. You can't change a combat habit in only a 
day . " 

Shepard looked pointedly at the eezo-powered heavy turret in Jorge's 
hands and nodded in understanding before Garrus interrupted 
them . 

"Jorge, I look nothing like these things, " he said as he turned the 
dead elite's head over with his foot, "at all." 

"I had no idea. You could have been a female for all I knew," the 
Spartan replied before turning on his heel and marching towards the 
crashsite . 


10. Chapter 10 

On point again, Jorge crept behind cover to scope out the squad's 
entrance point into the wreck. The rifts in the ground around the 
Long Night of Solace provided fair concealment for miles around, as 
did the scores of charred and felled trees, but there was a stretch 
of bare earth creating a buffer 30 meters from the broken hull of the 
ship, and above their path, one jackal sniper had perched itself in 
the exposed innards of the wreck, completely covering the small break 
they wanted to enter through. 

The single guard was an anomaly, and it seemed that Covenant were 
stretched very sparsely over the entire crashsite. The complete lack 
of structural integrity meant that not only did they have a massive 
amount of small holes to protect, but they couldn't just lift off and 
tenaciously defend a grav lift over one location, as was their usual 
M.O. 

The Spartan took a moment to wait for a patrol to pass. There wasn't 
a metric for how long he would have to wait, but he didn't want to 
give the signal only for them to run into another squad out in the 
middle of the open. 

The silence gave his mind a brief window to think beyond the moment, 
and Jorge found himself repeatedly returning to the subject of the 
distress beacon in his field case. Its wide transmission bandwidth 
put an almost inaudible hiss of white noise in the comm gear of his 
helmet, a constant reminder of the small hope he had for survivors 
from the colony ship. A hope that they had not been lost to the void 
of Slipspace. 

The arrival of a standard patrol broke him out of his ruminating. 
Jorge's deployment clock had counted 6 minutes since he'd taken up 
surveillance. He had no real grasp of what percentage of the patrol 
gap 6 minutes was, but Elites were very regimented and predictable 
with their perimeter formations. There would be at least 6 minutes 
until the next pass. Plenty of time to take out the lone guard and 
dart into the ship. 

"Garrus, are you in position?" He spoke into his comm. The turian was 
a genuinely talented sniper, for an unaugmented alien, and the 
Spartan was willing to put some small measure of faith in his 
abilities . 

"I have eyes on the opening. That jackal can't see me, but _I_ can 



see _him_, " Garrus replied in a bit of a singsong. 

"Patrol is clear, " said Jorge, "Get ready to move in once the sniper 
is down. On my mark." 

The seconds slowly ticked by as he counted back from 5 in his 
head . 

"Mark!" said Jorge, and the distinct crack of the Viper rang out in 
the heat of the crashsite. The Spartan mentally winced at how loud it 
was. Even at this distance, it sounded like a hammer hitting an 
anvil. Their only hope was that it would be lost in the din of the 
airspace battle. 

He vaulted the broken tree he'd been hiding behind and covered the 30 
meters to the ship as fast as a champion sprinter. Underneath the 
Jackal's perch, Jorge turned to cover his squad's approach. They had 
been back in the debris field, far enough to avoid detection, and it 
would be an agonizingly slow wait for the Spartan while they ran for 
the entrance. 

For a heartbeat, Jorge lamented being the only Spartan in the galaxy. 
Had it been a squad of his S-II family, or even Noble Team, he 
wouldn't have felt this exposed. 

He locked the emotions away. It wouldn't do any good to let 
melancholy overtake him now. His focus always had to be on the 
mission . 

Shepard arrived at the opening, with Garrus and Tali right on his 
heels . 

The squad rushed inside, silently and unanimously deciding to avoid 
waiting for the next patrol. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"There's plasma weaponry in these equipment packs here," Jorge 
said as he directed Shepard and Garrus to the left of the staging 
area the squad had found, "Tali'Zorah, that holopanel should have 
access to the ship's computer networks, see what you can do."<p> 

The Quarian looked down at the glowing purple hologram in front of 
her. The layout of the control panel made a certain sort of sense, 
but the characters on the interface were unlike anything she had seen 
before. She booted up her omnitool to see if there was some kind of 
close-range, wireless connection she could tap into. 

In a few moments, the floating omni-display above her arm flashed 
with several of her carefully customized infiltration routines. After 
cycling through over two dozen channels, the device established a 
link with the ship's computer. There was a stable wireless connection 
right next to the holopanel, but she wasn't sure of the signal 
strength. Hopefully she would be able to download as much information 
on the Covenant and their technology as her datadrives could 
hold . 

"Curious," she said, "There don't seem to be any firewalls covering 
their data systems. I can't read it regardless, but it doesn't make 
any sense that they would just leave their information out in the 



open like this. 


The quarian poked at a few icons that appeared in front of her as her 
routines ferreted out the network's basic structure. The ship had a 
cell network, with processes distributed throughout different 
"servers" physically located in various locations with tags 
corresponding to what operations were performed. Unlike the 
Collectors, the Covenant's entire information system was 
interconnected and unmonitored; while the symbols were impossible for 
her to translate, she was able to explore and download every branch 
of the network without fear of setting off an alarm. 

What was left of it, at any rate. Corrupted data was everywhere, and 
nearly three quarters of the ship was dark from crash damage. 

After a few minutes, her routines had found indexing files for what 
looked like every remaining system, and all that was left was to 
manually check the packets of data one at a time, a task better 
suited for EDI when they returned to the Normandy. On a whim. Tali 
accessed a few recently updated files for a network near the center 
of the ship, and audibly gasped. 

"Look at this!" she said as she rotated her omnitool's holographic 
display . 

The rest of the squad collectively turned to look at a long recording 
of a prison cell. The purple-toned walls of the room shone faintly in 
the light emanating from a shimmering forcefield at the entrance of 
the containment zone. Inside the cramped container was a collection 
of humans. 

Humans that wore UNSC gear. 

"Prisoners?" said Garrus, "I thought you said that the Covenant 
wanted to kill all the humans in your universe." 

"Not when they're looking for something," said Jorge, "There's a UNSC 
presence here, and those prisoners are our best chance at finding 

it . " 

Tali replaced the recording with a map of the ship and two location 
markers. Their entrance wasn't far from the brig, but with the ship 
as damaged as it was, the squad might take too long before getting 
caught, and extraction was another matter entirely. 

"Finding the prisoners won't be easy," she said, "The internal map is 
almost entirely useless to us because of the crash, but there might 
be away around that . " 

"Go on," said Jorge. 

"This map has an overlay of the ship's exterior structure," Tali 
began, "If we can find a break in the upper hull, we might be able to 
get to the correct section of the ship without getting lost in all of 
the damage . " 

"That might work," said Shepard, "It looks like the brig is a few 
levels below the outer hull, but it's better than trying to get 
through a kilometer of collapsed corridors." 



"Then all we have to do is hope we don't get spotted," said Garrus as 
he clicked his undamaged mandible in a Turian expression of 
apprehension, "Foolproof." 

"The sooner we get there, the sooner we can get out, " said Jorge, 
before he picked up his turret, "which way up, Tali'Zorah?" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Kirk Shepard poked his head up above the edge of the torn hull 
plating leading to the Long Night of Solace's "roof." The purple 
metal of the ship stretched out before him like an undulating sea of 
violet algae mats that had caught fire from some kind of incendiary 
cluster bomb. The breaks in the hull worried him. The squad would be 
exposed on the top deck of the ship, and even if the geth weren't an 
active presence this close to the ship, he had no way of knowing 
whether or not Covenant Dropships would spot them.<p> 

The Commander carefully crept from the hole and crouched behind a 
warped piece of the alien metal, his new plasma weapon in hand. The 
gun had a few similar lines to an M-8 Avenger, but was a deep indigo 
in color, significantly bulkier, and had a strange, rounded trigger 
guard that seemed better suited for more massive hands. It wouldn't 
link up with his hardsuit ' s weapon recognizers, but a few test fires 
gave him a sense of the gun's line of sight. The feeling of the 
Claymore on his lower back partially assuaged his doubts about his 
own combat effectiveness. 

These Covenant were more deadly and considerably meaner than most of 
the species Shepard was used to, and his previous inability to 
correctly assess the enemy's tactical status concerned him. Elites 
didn't fight like Krogan or Batarians, and the Commander knew he 
would have to think outside the box in his next encounter if he was 
going to have a chance at completing the mission. 

_Run this by the numbers, Kirk,_ he thought. It felt like a lifetime 
ago, but the tactics that he'd learned through N7 had pulled him out 
of the fire more times than he could count, and "unlearning" even a 
few of them would take a massive effort. He furrowed his brow, _Wait 

for the shield to spark, **then**_ _knock them down. If a Spartan 

can do it, so can you._ 

Tali climbed out of the hole, followed closely by Garrus, rifles 
trained and at the ready. Tali still carried her Eviscerator, but the 
Turian cop-turned-vigilante had elected to try one of the other 
Covenant weapons they had found. This one looked rather like a 
deep-sea fish with large pink needles protruding from where the 
heatsink would normally be. It was, notably, a projectile weapon, 
something that offered a modicum of relief to Shepard. Perhaps their 
kinetic barriers could deflect a few things that the Covenant would 
be shooting at them. 

The pair of them evacuated the crevasse without making a sound before 
settling down next to the Commander. A mild wave of something he 
hilariously regarded as "nostalgia" washed over him when he 
remembered the race to stop Saren. Before he'd died, before the 
Collectors started kidnapping people, before things had gotten so 
much more complicated. 

"I think we're clear Commander," said Garrus as he hunkered down, "We 



just have to walk across a kilometer in the open on dangerously 
brittle hull plating, avoid detection by Covenant Dropships, and not 
run into any more patrols of hostile aliens whose weapons can cook us 
in nanoseconds. Smooth ride." 

"At least we have one thing going for us, " said Tali, "They probably 
won't think we're dumb enough to try going this way." 

This earned a low chuckle from both Garrus and Shepard, but the mood 
remained bleak all the same. 

Jorge's voice perked up on the comm; Shepard's indicator showed that 
he was just beyond their small piece of cover. The Spartan had exited 
first to check for evidence of topside patrols. It went unsaid that 
he was also most likely to survive being spotted before he could take 
cover . 

"I have a path for us across the hull," he said, "Keep an eye out for 
snipers. No patrols in sight, yet." 

"I copy," replied the Commander before signalling to Garrus and Tali. 
They would follow Jorge, but in recon formation, scanning as much of 
the deck in front and to their sides as possible to spot incoming 
dangers . 

The four person squad picked their way through the mess that the 
topside hull had become since the crash. Warped plating was 
everywhere, and multiple panels sparked and hissed with horrific 
damage, some of it from the initial impact, and some of it from the 
air battle that ensued once the geth had made their presence known 
in-system . 

The cacophony of whines and hums from competing Geth and Covenant 
weaponry filled the air above them, Shepard took solace in the 
thought that both sides were sufficiently distracted, but as the team 
moved, a single boom, followed by the unmistakable cracks of 
hypersonic velocity shattered the dinn. 

The Commander looked up to see a bloom of white trails arc across the 
sky. Detonations raked behind the trails, causing multiple ships to 
plummet to the ground. Above them, a point began to grow in the sky, 
the unfamiliar purple-white flames gave him pause before he realized 
what it was . 

"Incoming dropship!" he shouted as he raced for a piece of cover 
between their current position and the target point, "Impact! Impact! 
Impact ! " 

Tali gasped over the comms when she looked up, before chasing after 
Shepard and Garrus. When they slid behind cover, Jorge was already 
there, braced against the twisted piece of hull plating, ready for 
the shockwave from the incoming crash. 

The normally low whine from the falling dropship turned into a scream 
as it fell towards them, finally impacting on the patch of hull 
plating they'd been standing on mere moments before. The shock from 
the crash traveled over the hull like a wave of warped metal. A 
detonation inside the wreck pushed more energy into the shockwave 
from the impact. The wave of metal tripled in size. 



The hull gave way behind the shockwave, and with only moments to 
react, Shepard flared his biotic powers, like he had in the Collector 
ship, the mass effect energy slowing his fall, but he still plummeted 
into the ship with the rest of his squad. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The deck beneath Jorge gave way before he had a chance to react, 
resulting in a 5 meter drop into what happened to be the damaged 
ceiling of the Covenant prison. Between his weight, the collection of 
broken hull plating that had been supporting him before, and the 
relative weakness of their landing area, the squad broke through the 
bulkhead into a heap, only to find themselves in the midst of several 
very confused Covenant guards . <p> 

The Spartan hurried to bring up his machine gun. His right hand had 
kept it in a death grip for the fall, and he was able to level, 
charge, and fire before the Covenant could react. The hypersonic 
rounds streaked through the air, impaling the grunts and jackals at 
close range. When the unshielded opponents fell, only the incredibly 
dangerous elites were left. 

In Spartan Time, multiple key elements of combat became clear 
simultaneously. First, his squadmates lay plastered in the rubble 
behind him. In his peripheral vision, Jorge could see Shepard start 
to get up, but Tali and Garrus looked out for the count. Second, 
arrayed against them were three elites. Two red majors with plasma 
rifles and one gold field master with a sword already drawn. Third, 
the pile of debris that the squad had landed on was composed largely 
of various pieces of fractured metal mixed with some form of 
insulation. Fourth, they had landed in the brig, which struck Jorge 
as oddly convenient . 

He had to make a snap decision. He could engage one elite, maybe two, 
at a time before the remaining alien had an opportunity to react. If 
he left the gold, it would close and attempt to slice one of his 
teammates to ribbons, if he left a red, they would open fire and cut 
the team down with plasma fire from a distance. 

Letting go of the rear handle of his turret, Jorge picked up a 
narrow, pointed section of hull plating and hurled it like a javelin 
at one of the red elites with all his might. The tip flew through the 
air, lodging itself in the alien's midsection, severing the spine, 
and causing the elite to drop like a sack of potatoes. Continuing the 
arcing motion of his throw, Jorge tucked his body around his machine 
gun and rolled down the small pile into the second red-clad 
elite . 

Coming to his feet, Jorge grabbed the barrel of his gun with both 

hands and swung it like a baseball bat into the alien attacker, 

forcing the warrior back and causing its shields to spark out. The 
Spartan went on the offensive, reversing his grip on the machine gun 
and taking another swing at the red elite, this time crushing its 
skull from the impact and downing the alien completely. 

Before the elite even hit the ground, Jorge was already turning 

around and positioning his weapon to suppress the gold leader with 
bullets. He felt the trigger underneath his finger as he turned 
around, but forced himself to check fire when he saw where the alien 
was . 



One hand around her neck, the other pointing an energy sword to her 
throat, the gold elite held Tali'zorah to face him, spitting alien 
curses in its guttural tongue. Jorge stared at the menacing figure, 
realizing that they were stalemated, but he refused to relax his 
grip . 

His lighting fast mind was calculating the best course of action when 
he noticed Shepard drawing his scattergun, just out of the elite's 
line of sight behind the rubble. 

Jorge stepped to the right, causing the elite to circle and bring the 
Commander further out of view. Shepard took the hint and braced 
himself. His form glowed blue for a moment, and in a flash, he had 
translocated directly behind the elite to give it a biotic headbutt, 
staggering it. 

Then the Commander pulled the trigger on his Claymore. The hypersonic 
spray of pellets, accelerated further by mods from Dr. Solus and 
heated to almost 1000A° C, blasted into the back of the elite, 
tearing through its shields and armor, directly into flesh. 

The alien screeched in pain and abject terror before dropping Tali to 
the ground and falling on top of her, writhing from the fire on its 
back . 

Jorge rushed to the elite and helped Shepard throw it off the still 
dazed quarian before gently helping her up. A quick examination 
showed that, despite the flailing of the mortally wounded elite. Tali 
had received only minor plasma scoring on the underside of her helmet 
where the sword had threatened her life. This time, they were 
lucky . 

Garrus, still in the pile of destroyed hull plating, lifted his head 
and looked around. "Oh look, " he said, sardonically, slurring a 
little from the daze caused by his fall. He weakly raised his arm in 
celebration. "We made it. Go team." 

In the silence that followed, Jorge looked around again, suddenly 
remembering that, yes, they were in fact, in the brig. 

He heard whispering from the bay behind him, "a Spartan? No 
way . " 

"Identify yourself, soldier!" he called out as he turned to face the 
closed bay. The marines inside immediately stood up, awake now that 
the ceiling had caved in underneath a legendary SPARTAN-II. 

"Lance Corporal Frank Dellario, Fireteam Horseshoe, Sir!" said the 
marine who had been whispering. He stepped out into the light. The 
dark-haired soldier had been stripped of all of his combat gear, 
leaving him with just fatigues and boots, like the rest of his squad. 
"We've been waiting for some kind of contact from the UNSC, no idea 
they would send a Spartan." 

"Covenant held you here, " said Jorge tersely, trying to get away from 
the subject of where they were in relation to the rest of the UNSC, 
"Looking for your ship?" 

"Yes, sir," said Dellario, "UNSC _False Advert ising_. We've been 



keeping out of sight from the Covenant wreck since it landed last 
month, and our squad was shot down on recon just yesterday, " he 
gestured to the five other marines behind him. 


"I'll need your encryption codes. Corporal," said Jorge as the radio 
traffic monitor came up on his HUD. When he received the codes to 
communicate with UNSC _False Advert ising_, he felt his shoulders 
relax microscopically as relief washed over him. He wouldn't be alone 
in this galaxy. Even if there were no other Spartans, a UNSC presence 
would be the familiarity he needed to keep from breaking down from 
isolation within this unusual universe. 

"This is Warrant Officer Sierra-052 radioing for evac and assistance, 
can anyone read me? Over, " he spoke calmly into the comms, hoping 
that the communicat ions suite in his mjolnir armor had the signal 
strength to reach someone important. 

"Loud and clear, 052," came a voice on the radio, "Never thought I'd 
hear a Spartan. I need a Sitrep and a location, over." 

"I am currently located inside the wreck of the Covenant ship, the 
_Long Night of Solace_, recovering what ' s left of Fireteam 
Horseshoe," he responded, "I am carrying a UNSC distress beacon, lock 
onto its signal if possible, over" 

"Roger that," said the radio operator. A short pause was broken by, 
"We have your coordinates, evac will arrive in five. Prepare for an 
impact in three, two, one..." 

The ground shook violently and more plating fell off the ceiling, 
causing Jorge to look up. In the corner of his eye, he saw that the 
marines had gathered around Commander Shepard and the rest of the 
squad. In a heartbeat, Jorge was next to Shepard. 

"We're getting out soon, grab what gear you can," he said to the 
group, "Leave your questions for later, you wouldn't be able to 
understand the responses anyway." 


1 1 . Chapter 1 1 

_So this is a UNSC dropship. Now I know how Jorge felt in the 
Kodiak, _ thought Commander Kirk Shepard as he peered out the open 
rear hatch on what Jorge called a "Pelican." The rather exposed 
opening made him wonder if there was an actual door, or if the UNSC 
was so convinced of its own invincibility that they would just leave 
their soldiers to be shot at by surface-to-air weaponry. 

Below them passed the wreckage of the _Long Night of Solace_, further 
pulverized into oblivion by the UNSC heavy destroyer known as the 
_False Advert ising_. In long sweeps of bombing runs, black delta-wing 
craft let loose enormous streaks of bomblets that erupted into white 
plumes all over the wreck of the Covenant capital ship. For 
kilometers around, fires raged in the evening air, the smell of 
superheated dirt and metal combined with the sounds of Geth and 
Covenant dropships impacting the ground, and Commander Shepard's mind 
was brought back to Eden Prime. He looked down as the trees of 
Circinius III burned a harsh orange and wondered what Jorge truly 
thought of the Collectors, having come from a war-torn hell of his 
own . 



Shepard took a few moments to examine their marine escort. They 
seemed like any other sort of soldier to him. Not supercommandos, not 
awe-inspiring wielders of terrible power, just ordinary men and 
women, like the Alliance Marines he had fought alongside over the 
years. Perhaps the only difference was in their origins, and the dark 
flashes he could see in their eyes when they mentioned the Covenant, 
an enemy so hated from the long and grueling war to which they had 
borne witness. 

The mundanity of their UNSC counterparts spoke volumes about Jorge's 
ability to cope with Shepard's home galaxy. 

The Spartan himself showed no outward change, but Commander Shepard 
believed that he had learned just enough about Jorge in the short 
time since his arrival to understand that this could not be a happier 
moment for the giant soldier. At minimum, he was not alone 
anymore . 

The Commander turned to look out of the rear of the Pelican again. 
Their view of the Covenant wreck had been replaced by a spectacular 
vista of the burning horizon, marred by what appeared to be some sort 
of space station. 

After a few moments, Shepard realized exactly what they were looking 
at: the _False Advert ising_. 

A few of the straight lines on the vessel evoked thoughts of a Turian 
Dreadnought, in Shepard's mind, but he was merely attempting to grasp 
at the familiar. 

The warship, for that was all it clearly could be, was a massive, 
grey behemoth, rivaling the tonnage of the Systems Alliance's largest 
dreadnoughts. The impossibly human vessel bore dense armor plating on 
the dorsal side of most of the amidships and bow, culminating in an 
aggressively raked prow, like the business end of a spear. As the 
Pelican flew aft along the destroyer, it seemed as though the harsh 
metallic surface had no end. 

Their viewing angle changed for a moment before the Pelican was 
engulfed by a hangar bay. As the dropship swung around to land, it 
became immediately clear that the hangar was, in a word, 
crowded . 

Despite the clear landing demarcations on the floor of the bay. 
Pelicans, delta-wing craft, tilt-rotors, and what looked like 
zero-gee construction pods filled the obviously too-small hangar with 
a sea of wings, engines, and fuselages, arranged in the tightest 
formation possible to accommodate them. Any traffic conducted by 
personnel in Marine armor or what Shepard guessed to be Naval 
jumpsuits was performed with a permanent stoop, and there was only 
enough room available for a single open corridor to the other end of 
the bay, where he guessed there would be an entrance to the 
observation deck above them. 

Tali, Garrus, Jorge, and the Commander disembarked only to be hustled 
past the dense fleet of small ships by their marine escort. At their 
destination at the far end of the hangar, another group of soldiers 
blocked passage into the rest of the ship. 



"Sir! Non-UNSC personnel must relinquish their weapons, per protocol. 
Sir!" said the leader, a marine with a small red patch on this 
shoulder. His mouth was obscured by a half-mask, and his suit looked 
more densely armored and pressurized. Shepard guessed he and his 
similarly dressed squad were some kind of hazop unit, and wondered 
why a group like this would be pulling guard duty. 

Jorge looked at the rest of the Normandy squad, and nodded his head, 
the implication being that the UNSC could be trusted. Kirk himself 
was loath to let go of even a pistol, given what normally happened to 
him, but would comply on a warship that wasn't his, surrounded by an 
armed guard. 

Moments later, the question of why the hazop crew were on guard duty 
was answered when they replaced the previous marines as an escort, 
and Shepard noted that they were not actually tasked with guarding 
Jorge, who had been allowed to keep his distinctly non-UNSC 
weapon . 

Their pace was brisk and silent. Their escort was not a tour guide, 
though the Commander learned enough in passing just looking at the 
guide symbols and guessing as to their meaning. Armory, medbay, 
bridge, mess. It was everything he expected, and yet, the halls were 
just slightly, unsettlingly different from his own experience. 

He glanced over at Garrus, who expressed his utter incongruity to the 
situation with a Turian shrug, and Tali, who was looking at 
everything she could possibly see. The tech-savvy quarian would 
probably have a field day figuring out every piece of equipment they 
were exposed to. Much of it wasn't _advanced_, per se, in that it 
wasn't beyond the scope of their understanding, but the relative 
complexity of even common items like the Hazop Marines' helmets 
obviously fascinated her. 

In what felt like both eons and seconds passing simultaneously, the 
escort had arrived on the bridge. 

In a bizarre caricature of the ship's armored nature, the bridge 
possessed only a vertical slit of a window, barely a meter across, 
that ran nearly half the upper hemisphere of the room. 

The center of the space was dominated by a wide, holographic table, 
similar to the Normandy's galaxy map, but there, the similarity 
ended. A zone had been cleared out for the table, elevated slightly 
higher than all of the duty stations arrayed around it. Operators 
manning the first bank of terminals worked like supervisors, managing 
whole subsystems delegated through groups of specialists, and the 
captain could view their status ' with ease as he walked around the 
holotable. Stations further away from the center of the bridge were 
clustered in small groups behind the main terminals, according to 
their purpose. Weapon controls, life support, helm, point defense 
coordination, air traffic control... Each part of the ship had at 
least three crewmen and an overseer, who reported directly to the 
captain . 

It struck Shepard as a remarkably efficient system, wincing as he 
thought of how many times he'd had to run to the cockpit from the 
galaxy map to advise Joker in a heated dogfight, or shout commands at 
one of the ensigns manning the stations in the front of the CIC. 



As they were escorted onto the bridge, a woman of unimposing height 
but subtly muscled physique with fiery red hair, intense, 
hazel-colored eyes, a round face, and gleaming captain's bars stepped 
purposefully onto the center platform. The marine escort stopped 
abruptly, and what Shepard assumed to be the Executive Officer 
announced "Captain has the deck!" 

The five soldiers, and Jorge, saluted fiercely, and Shepard had to 
check himself to not follow suit. His Earth and his Alliance may be 
united, but this _wasn't_ his navy, and he was going to have to 
continue reminding himself of that. 

"At ease," said the Captain, "I am Captain Warren. Welcome aboard, 
Spartan... and 'guests.'" 

"It's good to find you here, ma'am," said Jorge, "there's a lot that 
you may not understand, and a lot that has to be explained." 

"I'm not surprised," replied the Captain as she shifted her weight 
and began counting the fingers on her left hand, "between being 
swallowed up by a slipspace fissure, landing on a deserted, but still 
alive, planet that by our records should be completely glassed, 
witnessing a broken Covenant ship larger than anything ever 
encountered crash land before being swarmed by synthetics none of us 
have ever seen, and _now_, you've arrived on our doorstep with two 
unclassed aliens _and_ one of the emergency beacons from a ship that, 
if I recall correctly, was fighting in the Jericho theater last time 
_Ealse Advertising_ docked at Reach _two months ago_. 

"What has _happened_, Spartan?" she asked, finally. 

Jorge looked from the Captain to Shepard, and back, before answering 
tersely, and rather solemnly, "We are lost." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Garrus examined the bridge of the UNSC <em>Ealse Advert ising<em> 
while Jorge gave her Captain the complete and extensive rundown of 
what had happened since they fell through the "slipspace" portal. The 
turian still wasn't entirely sure what "slipspace" actually was, or 
how it managed to propel one and half of another very powerful 
warship into an alternate universe, but he was willing to accept the 
notion that a potentially very aggressive human fighting force had 
been dropped onto the inner edge of Attican Traverse with no 
allegiance to the Systems Alliance or experience with the rest of the 
Council species. 

If he was not willing to accept the facts, then he'd probably be shot 
for his stupidity. 

"Let me get this straight, Jorge, " said Captain Warren, "Not only did 
the slipspace... "bomb" rip apart a colony ship and the drydock it 
was stationed in, forcing us to take on another thousand crew that we 
couldn't support, but it threw us potentially forward in time and, 
more importantly, _into another universe?_ No nevermind everything 
you've said about biotics and mass effect fields, and enormous 
quantities of things I probably couldn't begin to 
understand . " 


"Based on your system clocks and my own deployment timer, along with 



everything that I've seen since the _Long Night of Solace_ crash 
landed, that is all that I know. Captain, " replied Jorge, "The 
jury-rigged unit we created from the _Savannah's_ drive was meant to 
duplicate your ' accident ' and destroy the _Long Night of Solace_ to 
save Reach." The Spartan was characterist ically quiet and stationary 
throughout his debriefing, but Garrus was curious as to what was 
going on inside the helmet, something he had yet to remove since 
they'd arrived on the bridge. 

Captain Warren took a deep breath and paced around her holotable. The 
frantic attack patterns of Geth and Covenant dropships as they fought 
for survival in the three dimensional representation of the 
battlefield above the _Long Night of Solace_ seemed to match the 
turmoil on the officer's face. The rest of the bridge crew looked on 
in silence. 

After what seemed like a lifetime, she stopped. 

"And what do you have to say to all of this?" she demanded from 
Commander Shepard. Perhaps it was the shock of being dropped into 
another universe, but humans from the UNSC seemed, on the whole, more 
aggressive than their Alliance counterparts. 

"As a former representative of the Systems Alliance, " Shepard began, 
and Garrus could see that he was psyching himself out, putting on his 
"diplomacy" face, "I can say that we would want nothing more than 
peace with fellow humans, no matter their origins. As a Council 
Spectre, on the other hand, I fear that there may be some 
complicat ions . " 

"What do you mean by "complicat ions ? " " asked the Captain. Garrus 
shifted a little uncomfortably from foot to foot. The Relay 314 
Incident still put many Turians and Alliance Humans on edge when 
dealing with each other; bringing the subject up in front of humans 
who, per Jorge's explanations, had every right to be excessively 
xenophobic made Garrus feel as if an enormous spotlight was about to 
be turned on over his head. 

"Humanity is new to the galactic stage here, " replied the Commander, 
deftly sidestepping specifics; Garrus released a lungful of air that 
he'd been subconsciously holding, "I couldn't explain all the ins and 
outs of Citadel diplomacy, but a ship full of technology like yours, 
with access to a means of faster than light travel completely 
different from ours? There are certain organizations that would have 
a field day if they could get their hands on even one plasma 
rifle. " 

"Organizations like Cerberus?" asked Jorge. Shepard, Tali, and Garrus 
did a quick double take. Cerberus was all that the Spartan been 
exposed to, and unlike the three of them, he hadn't seen what they 
were capable of when push came to shove. Garrus wondered how he had 
found any evidence of their shady history, or if he had been smart 
enough to guess based on the people aboard the Normandy. 

_Which reminds me,_ thought the turian, _we should be in radio range 
already, if we're traveling counter clockwise along the planet's 
surface relative to spin-_ 


"Commander Shepard, this is Normandy, do you copy?" came Joker's 
voice very loudly over the shared comm. Loud enough that everyone on 



the bridge could hear. In the silence that followed, Garrus was 
reminded of the human expression about dropping pins that applied to 
situations like this one. 

"Normandy, this is Shepard, I read you loud and clear on channel 
five, " said the Commander, using a code phrase to let the pilot know 
the communique was being monitored. He silently dialed the 
communicator ' s volume to maximum for the sake of diplomatic 
transparency. Garrus nearly missed a subtle nod by the 
_Advert ising ' s_ Captain to one of her subordinates while Shepard 
adjusted the external speaker. 

"We're detecting a lot of activity near the crashsite. Commander, and 
Geth comm chatter has been exploding for the past half hour, what's 
going on down there?" asked Joker. Garrus listened to the pilot and 
wondered for a moment where the Normandy was stealthed, hoping beyond 
hope that they were hidden from detection. 

"Captain, I'm picking up an unknown contact on passive sensors, ten 
thousand kilometers down spin, " the subordinate said just quietly 
enough to not be picked up by Shepard's comm. A rock formed in 
Garrus' stomach. 

"We've made contact with a UNSC ship known as the _False 
Advert ising_, " replied the Commander, "The squad is aboard 
now . " 

"Aye Commander," replied Joker just before Shepard's Omnitool 
pinged . 

The flashing orange hologram on his arm drew the attention of the 
entire deck. When he pressed the button centered on his hand, a 
miniature version of the Illusive Man stood before them. 

"Greetings residents of the UNSC," he said formally, "I would like to 
welcome you to our galaxy, and provide you a safe haven from the many 
unknown dangers that populate it." 


12 . Chapter 12 

As Spartan-052 stood on the bridge of the UNSC Destroyer _False 
Advert ising, _ listening to the Illusive Man make his pitch to Captain 
Warren, he had to be honest with himself: the benefits of joining 
Cerberus sounded good. 

The ship, as a whole, was effectively stranded in this version of the 
Milky Way until the warps in slipspace that brought them here could 
be replicated, the crew was stuffed in like sardines due to the extra 
survivors from the Reach drydock and colony ship, and to top it off 
there was, according to both Shepard and the Illusive Man, a 
multitude of alien factions that wouldn't wait to get their hands, 
claws, paws, or tentacles on the now exotic UNSC and Covenant 
technology, once they found out about it. A safe haven, guarded by 
several privately owned cruisers, full of friendly and excited 
humans, and only humans, dedicated to helping them out seemed like 
the perfect idea. 

But unlike the crew of the _False Advert ising_, Jorge had actually 
spent time with Cerberus, and there was something about the Illusive 



Man that put him on edge. He had always seemed too amicable, too 
willing to indulge Jorge's needs. It was a... different vibe than 
what Commander Shepard gave when he talked about fighting the 
Collectors and working together. The Spartan was no spy or diplomat, 
but he'd been trained to trust his instincts, and that was more than 
enough to be wary of this particular helping hand. 

He kept his mouth shut for the moment. 

"So you're proposing a trade?" asked Captain Warren. She held herself 
with a dignified stature, as befitting an officer, but Jorge detected 
the subtle trace of weariness in her stance. The struggle to stay 
hidden and stay alive had taken its toll on the Captain. 

"In effect, yes," replied the Illusive Man, "I can provide 
coordinates to an unobtrusive system where your crew can make 
necessary repairs with the extra room, supplies, and manpower they 
need, and in return I ask only for... a free exchange of ideas and 
technology . " 

Captain Warren looked directly at Jorge, just over the shoulder of 
the miniature image of the man in the exquisitely tailored suit. Her 
commanding eyes seemed to be gauging him for a reaction. He knew that 
the Illusive Man's operatives had been probing him for weeks, trying 
to get every iota of information that could be gleaned from anything 
the Spartan said. Or didn't say. 

He canted his head ever so slightly away from the omnitool hologram, 
hoping that the Captain would take it as a plea to wait, to confer 
without the Illusive Man listening. 

Warren crossed her arms and turned back to address the 
hologram . 

"That is a stupendously generous offer," she said, "Given what you've 
said about your capabilities and the dangers that you wish to protect 
us from, it makes me wonder what the price of refusal is." 

The Illusive Man adjusted his cuffs. "There's no cost to you if you 
refuse, " he said, "but I suggest you take your time to fully assess 
the situation. Ask Jorge. He knows first hand what our galaxy is 
like. " 

The feed cut abruptly, and Jorge wondered exactly what the Illusive 
Man expected to hear when... if Warren decided to answer him. The 
rest of the squad seemed to let out a collective breath as the line 
died, and Shepard was first to speak. 

"I know I'm not in the best position to advocate turning down the 
first hand offered to you, " he said, "but Cerberus is bad 
news . " 

"You work for them, " the Captain bluntly replied. Her stance adjusted 
subtly, and Jorge recognized that she was waiting to hear Shepard's 
counter proposal. 

"I'll admit that they spent two years and several billion credits to 
bring me back from the dead," said Shepard, "Even before now, I've 
been working towards rescuing humanity from an extragalact ic threat, 
the Collectors and their Reaper masters, and Cerberus is one of the 



few parties willing to see the evidence I've gathered and take it 
seriously; it's why they brought me back. The Illusive Man believes 
I'm the best person for the job." 

The Commander shifted his weight, "But if you had seen Cerberus' 
methods and their victims, you would not want to join them. When they 
were still a part of Alliance Black Ops, they killed a Rear Admiral 
because he was poking around their networks, looking for information 
on his men. Men that were killed in one of _their_ experiments to 
study giant, poisonous worms! 

"The Illusive Man preaches about human protection, human safety, and 
it makes sense when he talks about the Collectors, but in relation to 
the people we share this galaxy with, like Garrus and Tali here, " he 
said, his words becoming more emphatic; he pounded a fist into his 
open hand, "I know he wants dominance, and he's willing to do 
anything to get it." 

Captain Warren took a step back, circling the holotable, considering 
Shepard's words. 

"Commander, I can't discount the personal connection you have to this 
organization, " she replied, "but you have to remember where my crew, 
and I, and _Jorge _come from. There is a lot worse than human 
dominance in the universe. At least human worlds wouldn't have to 
fear plasma falling from the sky to burn them in their homes. At 
least we wouldn't fear aliens descending upon us like locust to tear 
us to pieces. At least we wouldn't have to see a human colony 
destroyed with an alien glyph burned into the continent. There are 
much... _much_ worse things than human dominance." 

"But It's not just about _human _dominance to him!" Shepard 
practically shouted in frustration, "Every person he finds, he uses 
to place himself at the top of the pyramid. I am working to stop the 
Collectors with his assistance, his ideals are high enough for this 
one task, but you've never seen what he does with the 
_power ._ 

"There is a woman on my ship who was raised in a Cerberus facility to 
be a supersoldier, " said the Commander, "Cerberus wanted to create 
the ultimate biotic warrior, someone who could kill with a thought. 
They rounded up as many biotic children as they could find and put 
them into the facility, with her as their "Subject Zero, " their most 
powerful candidate. After _years_ of experimentation, where children 
were injected with dangerous compounds to try to improve their 
abilities and forced to fight each other so the technicians could 
gauge their progress, most of the test subjects were dead, and the 
rest of them rioted. The woman on my ship escaped and grew up into a 
thoroughly broken human being. 

"I can't trust the man that would order something like that, that 
would throw away human lives for the sake of the results he _might_ 
gain," Shepard finished, "Can you?" 

The was a very pregnant pause, and Captain Warren's eyes 
wavered . 

"No, " she said finally, before her eyes filled with fire, "but I can 
respect someone who does whatever it takes to survive, and for my 
crew, this is about _survival_. Nearly a thousand of us are crammed 



inside this giant metal coffin, some in cryo because it would cut 
down on supplies, the rest bunked on top of each other like sardines. 
We're running out of supplies, and we're not even days away from 
being unable to treat any diseases that might crop up. I will do 
_whatever it takes_ to get them home. Could _you _do anything less 
than that?" 

Shepard took a step back and looked for a moment at Garrus, Tali, and 
then Jorge, a subtle reminder as to half the reason the four of them 
were on this planet in the first place. The Spartan looked back and 
saw Garrus and Tali, ready to back up their Commander; he saw the 
_False Advert 1 s ing_ ' s bridge crew, their faces sharing one thing in 
common, faith in their Captain. 

For a moment, Jorge felt... hesitant. The UNSC had been all that he 
had known, his Spartan family all that really mattered. It had seemed 
faintly like disloyalty to consider any life but the one he lead. But 
in the weeks that had followed his fall into this galaxy, Shepard and 
the team had stood by him, been under fire like him, and had faced 
death at the hands of the Covenant to find some trace of the UNSC for 
him. It wasn't years of camaraderie and trust, and it wasn't the only 
reason they were here, but it couldn't be discounted from the 
situation before him. Ultimately, he wondered if Shepard called him a 
friend . 

"No," said Shepard, "For my crew, I couldn't do anything less." 

It was enough for Jorge. He had sworn to protect Earth and all her 
Colonies, even if it meant those on the other side of the 
void . 

"Captain, Commander," he interrupted, "I may have a solution." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><p>"If you want to survive, you have to be able to adapt," Jorge 
said to Captain Warren, "From what we know, there isn't a better 
way . "<p> 

Commander Shepard hadn't been considered a diplomat for very long, 
but he knew enough about both Cerberus and the Alliance to agree. The 
Spartan had explained the plan in detail. Warren would take the offer 
because her crew needed the assistance. Medical supplies, foodstuffs, 
and actual living space would be provided by Cerberus, but because of 
the untold damage that could potentially be done by their saviors, 
Shepard would transmit to Admiral Hackett any and all available data 
Cerberus possessed on the UNSC and their technology. Shepard's 
standing with the Alliance was a little tenuous, but his relationship 
with the Admiral and Counselor Anderson combined with his authority 
as a Council Spectre could push the information through to the right 
people. It reminded Shepard of the reasons why the squad contained 
both Tali and Garrus on this trip. 

"You were already willing to take Cerberus' offer," he continued, "I 
fail to see the need for extra caution now." 

"Because I don't know what either faction will do with our 
information, " replied Captain Warren, "They could pose a threat to 
the greater UNSC if and when we find a way home. At least if I only 
take the offer, I can monitor the organization from the inside, and 



maybe take something back. Beyond that, I don't like the idea of 
deceiving the people running our safe harbor." She put her arms on 
the holotable, as if she would glean a new plan from the actions of 
the pitched battle below. 

"I recognize that doing this here, taking these steps, could pose 
some danger to the UNSC, but this is about survival, in the long 
term," said Jorge. He had left it unsaid that no one was sure when, 
or if, they would be able to return home, making the thought rather 
moot, but at least he had finally taken his helmet off. It was a good 
sign to Commander Shepard. "You know that if the Illusive Man knows 
you're here, you're not safe. Hiding would only be temporary, and 
running to Sol will take too long, even if the Alliance is willing to 
help. Too many will die if you try to keep the ship away from him 
now . 

"If you take his offer _and_ send data with the Commander," the 
Spartan finished, "you can at least keep him from throwing the galaxy 
into chaos after the Collectors are defeated." 

Captain Warren paced back and forth for a moment, mulling it over in 
her head. The bridge crew had become somewhat uncomfortable in the 
past minutes. The mere idea of treason, however abstract given their 
current live-or-die situation, hadn't sat well with them. 

"No, you're right. They're still human worlds, human governments, 
even if we can't rely on them right now," she took a deep breath, 
"We'll do it. If my crew will only survive with Cerberus' help at 
this point, then I'll get Cerberus to help us, even if I have to keep 
my swords ready." 

The Captain turned towards the holotable, "Dallas, are you 
online? " 

Shepard found himself looking at roughly the center of the table 
where a blue figure materialized, displacing the tactical display. 

The miniature human wore a sleeveless shirt and what looked like the 
bottom half of a flight suit with a bolstered pistol. Its features 
were made up of a chiseled jawline, hard nose, and military cut 
hair . 

"Always Captain, the point defense can't run itself; what d'you 
need?" it asked, its body language very casual. 

_Is that a full AI?_ thought Shepard, _They trust their ship's 
defenses to an AI?_ 

"I need all available data on slipspace travel and fusion drives, 
tier 2 and below, minus our current conjectures, and any data you 
have on Covenant equivalents, " replied the Captain, "put it onto a 
datachip for me." 

"Compiling... done," said Dallas as a small piece of rectangular 
metal, barely bigger than a cigarette lighter, popped out of the 
holotable. A large circle was cut in the center of the chip, and it 
glowed blue with holographic light. "You know that any ONI personnel 
we run into will be able to check my logs, right?" 

"I am aware, Dallas," said Captain Warren, "They can also interrogate 
me, and the rest of the crew, if it came to it. Thank you for your 



assistance . 


"Signing off," replied the AI, and it waved courteously to the 
Captain as she prepared to hand the chip to Commander Shepard. 

"Take this to your Alliance, and let's hope that I won't be 
court-mart ialled for doing the right thing, " she said. 

"I'll make sure it gets to the right people," the Commander returned, 
taking the chip and putting it into one of the many equipment pouches 
on his armor. 

"Alright, let's get this over with," said Captain Warren, "contact 
your Illusive Man, tell him we'll accept his offer." 

"Done, " said Shepard as he reached for his comm, "Joker, you still 
there? " 

"Aye Commander, you want to talk to the Illusive Man?" replied the 
pilot, "He mentioned 'provisions for a return call' after he took 
over the last time." 

"Patch it through Joker, " and Shepard put his hand out to hold the 
miniature Illusive Man again. 

"Captain, have you made your decision?" the hologram asked. The 
Illusive Man appeared to be walking around his "office, " as though he 
was moving holographic data around his computer terminal, likely 
preparing for an arrival. 

"Your offer is fair, but I'll need full operational oversight of the 
repairs, and perhaps upgrades, made to my ship, " replied Warren, she 
tilted her head towards the active holotable with the Covenant forces 
engaging Geth in a pitched air battle, "I don't want any 
surprises . " 

"I completely agree," replied the Illusive Man, he smiled slyly, as 
though he knew the Captain would want a Mass Effect field generator 
to bring back to the UNSC, "'Trust but verify, ' as one of my 
associates once said. I'm transmitting coordinates now." 

A plastoid chip, barely larger than the one Shepard had just 
received, ejected itself from the minif acturing suite on his 
omnitool . 

"I'm glad to be working with you Captain Warren," said the Illusive 
Man, "The technicians at your destination have already been primed 
for your arrival." 

The feed cut again, and Shepard wondered if he did that because he 
enjoyed having the last word. 

Captain Warren seemed to stand a little straighten, and Shepard 
recognized command training when he saw it. She would stand committed 
to her post and her position now that a difficult call had been 
made . 

"Are you going to join us at the rendezvous?" she asked Jorge. "I 
feel like a Spartan on security would make us all a little more 
comfortable with the situation." 



"I had planned to stay with Commander Shepard to put an end to the 
Collector threat," Jorge said as he picked up his portable turret, "I 
can rejoin you when that task is complete." 

The Captain looked between the Spartan and Shepard, a flash of 
recognition crossed her face. 

"Fair enough, " she said with a slight nod of acknowledgement, "Take a 
Strike Pelican for your mission. The bay is bloody full of them." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Alright, Chapter 12 is over!<p> 

Since it's been a whole year since I started us on this journey, I 
wanted to have my 13th upload be a sampling of what Jorge's adventure 
might have been if things had taken a different turn. (Read: I tested 
something else out, but I preferred how this story went instead) 

I don't want to give too much away, but let's just say that instead 
of crashing into this other place, Jorge would have been "plucked" 
out of space and time for the benefit of another. 

Happy New Year everybody! 


13. Intermission 
**INTERMISSION** 

This is the beginning chapter of a test piece that I wrote before I 
started working on Into the Void to get a feel for the different 
universes that Jorge might find himself stranded in. It ultimately 
didn't pan out, but I figured that I would treat the readers to 
something different on this anniversary of my first 
upload . 

Enjoy . 

■jk" "jk" "jk" 


><p>"Tell them to make it count. "<p> 

Jorge watched as the lieutenant disappeared below the lip of the 
Covenant Corvette's hangar. Turning away, he slowly walked back to 
the slipspace bomb the crew of the Savannah had jury-rigged to 
destroy the Supercarrier orbiting Reach. The entire bay was quiet as 
a grave, which the Spartan-II found to be fitting for his last 
moments . 

Calmly, knowing these steps would be his last, he walked to the panel 
crudely welded onto the Slipspace drive and began the activation 
procedure that Savannah's technicians had shown him. Jorge pressed 
two buttons and the cylindrical section of the drive began to spin up 
with a black-on-purple glow. Another button, and the energy pushed 
the rear section around, projecting an enormous sphere of crackling 
purple that the Spartan recognized as the doorway into the other 
realm of Spacetime. 



As the energy washed over Jorge, he felt a nudge at his feet. The 
supersoldier looked down to see his helmet, smudged and dirty. The 
orange-gold visor seemed to be looking up at him, begging him to be 
put back on. Jorge reached down and grabbed the helmet, pulling it 
back on his head. It felt good, and as he waited for the blackness to 
take him, the Spartan was at peace. Reach would be 
spared . 

XXX 

"What..._ h_ave w_e_ Here?" said a figure in a grey suit, to no one 
in particular. The man's face was gaunt and stretched, as though a 
bag of skin had been pulled stiffly over a human skull. His eyes were 
deep set, and his hair came to a distinct point on his forehead. The 
man seemed to grin, a strange rictus, as though he was unfamiliar 
with the motions in a smile. 

XXX 

"Jorge, It's been too long." 


"Lock it down, both of you. 


"_A nevem Jorge. 


"Get up, soldier!" 

Jorge-052 awoke with a start. He was on his back, the view through 
his visor showing only the night sky as he took several deep breaths. 
The Spartan couldn't believe it, he was _alive_, despite everything. 
He sat up and looked around. 

The Spartan had landed -or so he believed, as he had no idea how he 
could have ended up groundside from the hangar of an exploding 
covenant ship- in the middle of a small clearing surrounded by cedar 
and yew trees, blooming ferns, and various bushes. Jorge recalled 
that the Highland Mountains on Reach had lots of cedars. It had been 
years, but the first time on a field exercise with the other 
Spartan-II trainees flooded back into his mind; they had hid in the 
brush while John gave orders to deal with the strange men guarding 
their escape. The memory filled him with a sense of contentment, as 
he was reminded that he was back in Reach's dense forests, back 
home . 

Jorge lay back on the ground. It was still night, and despite the 
possibility of a predator discovering him, the Spartan took a moment 
to revel in the fact that he had saved his home from the fire and 
horror of a Covenant Glassing. But when he looked up, something was 



off. The stars were unfamiliar for this time of year. He couldn't see 
Csaba or Sandor dancing around the outer asteroid belt of Epsilon 
Eridani . Still, the Spartan quashed any doubts that he was home, the 
planet's rotation meant that he could just be looking too early or 
too late for the right stars to be out. 

In the dark, a sudden, low pitched buzzing brought Jorge back to 
alertness. The sound wasn't familiar, and that made him nervous. If 
Covenant were nearby, he was vulnerable, and more importantly, he 
wasn't finished. 

Jorge took a short moment to look around for a weapon, finding 
nothing in the immediate area, he figured that the fall might have 
scattered his equipment, but he'd fight the alien bastards with rocks 
if he had to. The S-II got to his feet, ready to move in the event 
the creature or device emitting the buzzing was too close for him to 
go on a scavenger hunt, but looking in the direction of the noise, 
Jorge couldn't see anything in the forests. His HUD wasn't reading 
any motion either. 

The Spartan waited for a long moment, keeping his body rock-still, 
straining to hear anything else. When nothing appeared, he relaxed 
fractionally and began slowly backing into the trees on the opposite 
side of the noise to look for something, anything, to defend himself 
with. Clad in modified Mjolnir Armor, and being a massive Spartan 
besides, Jorge could handle most natural predators and low level 
covenant without assistance, but he knew that anything bigger than a 
Jackal would be much tougher to crack without a rifle. 

When he hit the treeline, Jorge felt his foot impact a noticeable 
obstacle. Looking down, he spied a relatively fresh log of Yew behind 
him. The wood was about the length of a Gauss 'Hog's turret, and a 
tad bigger around. Picking it up, Jorge got a feel for the makeshift 
club; the hardwood was flexible enough that he would be able to take 
out a few opponents with it, so long as he checked his blows to be 
sure he wouldn't shatter his weapon on the first hit. The S-II 
squeezed the end he was holding to compress the wood just enough to 
make it easier to hold. Jorge was a big man, big even for a 
Spartan-II, but he wasn't the mythical Goliath. 

Stepping carefully, Jorge began circling the clearing behind the 
treeline, in an attempt to stealthily observe what had been making 
the noise. It was difficult to be whisper quiet, like his squadmate, 
Jun, but with caution, he was able to make his way slowly around to 
the other side of the clearing. 

He heard the buzzing again. 

It seemed to be the same distance away, but now that Jorge was 
listening for it, he could pick apart the nature of the noise in his 
head. It didn't sound like anything used by the standard covenant 
races, if anything Jorge thought he was listening to large insect 
wings. _Drones,_ he thought, _The little buggers like to hide 
anywhere they can to build their numbers_. Tensing his body for 
several rounds of aerial whack-a-drone, the S-II crept through the 
forest towards the source of the noise. 

After 30 meters, he spied movement in the distance. Jorge ducked 
behind a cedar tree and poked his head out to in an attempt to get a 
closer look with the macro-zoom in his visor. The movement was 



half-obscured by another tree, but he could see that something large 
was clearly feeding on a corpse of some sort. Moving as quietly as he 
could, Jorge stepped out from behind the tree and began to close on 
the creature. He was wary of accidentally stepping on a loose branch 
or crunchy bit of scrub and alerting it, but it seemed as though the 
creature's attention was completely focused on its meal. 

As Jorge stepped within 10 meters, he could clearly see that the 
creature was feasting on a wild boar, a rare animal for Reach, but 
one still present in the rural regions of the planet. Its dead eyes 
reflected what little light there was in the forest, putting an eerie 
point of luminescence on the Spartan's HUD. The sound of heavy jaws 
clacking together reached Jorge's ears, and he paused, unsure of what 
sort of covenant species made the noise he was hearing. The buzzing 
was distinctively Drone-like, but their jaw anatomy didn't support 
much beyond chewing through fruits or particularly soft meats. 

The Spartan's internal analysis was interrupted when the creature 
moved to another part of the carcass. Thinking he'd been discovered, 
he braced himself to charge towards the predator. As he put his feet 
down, the... thing came fully into view. 

It was unlike anything Jorge had ever seen. Its body was segmented 
into two distinct portions, a head and an abdomen, like a spider, but 
this creature possessed only four legs. Strangely, the front legs 
connected to a spot further back than the creature's back legs. 
Neither its vaguely tent-shaped head nor its kite-shaped abdomen 
possessed any eyes, but when Jorge set himself, the thing opened its 
odd, three-part jaws and screeched. 

The Spartan paused for a moment, unsure of what to make of this 
creature, when the thing jumped into the air and began flying towards 
him. At lightning speed, the insectoid monster crossed the 10 meter 
gap and Jorge had only a heartbeat to react. Instinctively, he swung 
his makeshift bat as hard as he could, striking the monster in the 
head as it came at him. The Yew trunk cracked on the thing's 
chitinous armor, but the speed at which the blow struck knocked the 
creature to the side and into a tree. 

It slumped on the ground, a massive dent in its "head, " its juicy 
innards leaking out from the impact. Jorge studied the creature as it 
promptly died. The beast was bigger than a wolf, but its massive legs 
and wings propelled it faster than any Covenant drone. The Spartan 
turned on his helmet's flashlight for a split second and let his 
enhanced eyes pick out details he wouldn't normally see; under the 
ordinary light, it seemed that the creature was colored a mottled 
yellow-green, with brown joints. The 'head' was featureless beyond 
the heavy jaws. Its chitinous underbelly seemed less dense than the 
rest of it, and what remained of its braincase seemed... small. The 
Spartan was no biologist, but he wondered if this was a colony 
insect, like an ant or termite. 

Jorge was still examining it when he heard the buzzing again, very 
nearby. Instinctively, he ducked behind a tree to conceal himself. A 
particularly gnarled-looking cedar just barely hid his girth as he 
heard what had to be more of the creatures approaching. 

Peeking out from behind the tree, the Spartan watched a trio of the 
giant insects land to examine their comrade. After repeatedly 
thumping the ground and chittering at each other for a moment, the 



three of them began a disturbingly intelligent search pattern to find 
whatever had killed their comrade. Jorge knew he had only moments to 
turn the situation around. 

Silently, the big man eased back behind the tree to devise a plan. He 
was still unsure how the first creature had seen him, but the Spartan 
took a moment to logically assess his enemies. _Remember your 
training, break down the threat, _he thought, _It had no eyes_, 

_Smell seems too inaccurate for how quickly it responded to me, 
infrared is possible, but unlikely, no ports on its head and I got 
pretty close considering how much heat this armor can put off. Sonar? 
The thing didn't see me until I made a noise. _ 

The Spartan paused as his bullet-quick analysis provided a hint as to 
what he was facing. Reaching down, Jorge picked up a pebble from 
between a twig and one of the tree's roots. Careful not to emit a 
sound, he delicately pulled his arm back and, with laser-precise aim, 
tossed the small stone into a tree 5 meters from his 
position . 

Behind him, the insects chittered and screeched at the sound and the 
air was suddenly filled with an intense buzzing as the three of them 
pounced directly on the tree. Scrabbling at the bark for only a 
moment, the beasts circled the area once, twice, three times before 
resuming their search. One headed directly for Jorge's position. 

Now that he had a handle on their hunting technique, the Spartan 
began his assault on the giant insects by leaping straight up into 
the air. His legs, aided by the Mjolnir armor, and unencumbered by 
the massive equipment packs he normally carried, could propel him a 
good 4 meters away from the ground in earth-like gravity. At the apex 
of his jump, Jorge grabbed the cedar trunk and watched as the insects 
all darted for his last location. As he waited, he counted as all 
three reached the base of the gnarled cedar. He let go. 

Keeping his feet under him, the big man dropped directly onto two of 
the creature's midsections, crushing them instantly. The third was 
just slightly further away, and as Jorge landed, it stabbed forward 
with its front legs, impacting the Spartan's shields. 

An eighth of the shield meter dropped on his HUD as the creatures 
limbs bounced off the energy field, momentarily stunning it. Taking 
advantage, the Spartan reached forward with his armored gauntlet and 
grabbed the insect's "head." 

A moment later, the beast fell to the ground, its limbs twitching as 
life left its body. 

Jorge stood for a moment, and listened. The beasts had been making 
enough noise that it was possible more were incoming. A few short 
minutes passed, but no sounds of buzzing wings broke the air. 

In the 25 years of active service he had with the UNSC, Jorge had 
seen a number of strange things, but these insects were beyond a 
certain level of bizarreness the Spartan was willing to accept . 
Staring at the corpses, he wondered if perhaps the Covenant had 
experimented with genetics of one of their member races. It seemed 
against their preferred methods, but at this point, Jorge didn't know 
what to think. 



One thing was certain, whether he was on Reach or not, the Spartan 
needed to find civilization of some kind. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>And, if you haven't guessed already, this scenario was a test for 
Jorge ending up in the Half Life universe. <p> 

See you next month with the next chapter of Into the Void! 


14 . Chapter 13 

"Data loading from Cerberus now. 39 minutes since initiation," said 
Mordin, his hands blurring over the holoscreen in the laboratory he 
shared with the Warlord Okeer, "Tali ' zorah ' s scans invaluable. 

Context for indexing. Correlate with location tags. Adjust for 
corruption . " 

An orange icon pinged audibly and turned blue; it was promptly pushed 
into a folder on the left. A green icon went right, a yellow was 
shoved down, a red pushed up, and then diagonally. It reminded the 
krogan of Quasar, and the constant assault of color and noise was 
starting to give him a headache. 

"Yes, exactly," replied EDI. Her holo-icon flashed with what appeared 
to be excitement, "This file contains indexing arrays for this 
datapacket, here." An icon flashed. "If I can locate the first, 
second, and third engrams, we may be able to decode schematics from 
the data feeds." 

Their chattering voices drifted into the background as Okeer 's 
thoughts wandered towards Grunt. The simple name stuck in his mind 
like a wound. The legacy that disowned him. Everything he'd 
sacrificed for the sake of his species, and that he might finally 
have a son, perhaps lost to an unfeeling brute. The krogan remembered 
what Grunt had said, and wondered about his own philosophy. Was he 
too sentimental? Too weak to offer the fight that Grunt would need? 
Perhaps he'd spent so long with scalpels, that he'd forgotten what a 
sword felt like. 

The sound of the laboratory door opening interrupted Okeer 's musings. 
Shepard and the machine giant stood in the doorway, their arms filled 
with heavy crates. Mordin stopped what he was doing as the pair 
approached the lab table. Shepard placed his package on the surface 
of the table, while Jorge dropped one crate to the ground with a 
resounding *thud.* The other came off his shoulder with ease as he 
placed it on top of the obviously much heavier package. Okeer noted 
that they were all emblazoned with what he now knew to be UNSC logos. 
It was a stylized depiction of some kind of avian species with what 
he recognized as Terran characters encircling the main 
symbol . 

Shepard looked over at the holographic wall. 

"Enjoying yourselves with the Covenant data?" he asked as he leaned 
against the heavy boxes. 


Mordin nodded exuberantly as Okeer gave a simple huff. 



"Well, I've got something even better for you," said the Commander as 
he cracked open the smallest case. Inside was a collection of 
strangely organic-looking devices with green, blue, and purple lights 
that glowed brightly in the crate. 

Jorge moved in and identified each one while laying it on the table. 
Plasma pistol, plasma rifle, needier, needle rifle, plasma repeater, 
and an armband that was supposed to be some sort of shield. Okeer was 
curious as to why these... graceful things could be identified as 
weapons, until he spied a last device inside the crate. The krogan 
pulled it out to examine it. 

It seemed to be a handle for something else. He wondered if it had 
broken off of a sword or machine gun. The only clue he had was a 
button in the center, between his two large fingers. 

"Take a step back, Okeer," said Jorge with command in his voice. The 
krogan looked up and complied when he saw the seriousness in the 
Spartan's eyes. 

He pressed the button, and a resounding _*CRACK*_ displaced the 
silence of the small room. In his hand now sat a glowing, dual prong 
sword, rippling with intense energies; it seethed in his hands, as if 
the very air around it was being burned to a crisp. 

He moved forward and pushed the tips of the sword into the open lid 
of the crate. The blade cut through like butter, hissing and sparking 
on the metal of the container. Shepard and Mordin took a slight step 
back . 

The krogan warlord let out a low chuckle. "Now _this_ is a sword." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Garrus stood over the workbench in the Normandy's armory and 
looked over the components that he'd been able to figure out on his 
"Needle Rifle." There was a clip filled with pink crystals, a 
receiver, a finger pad trigger, a "barrel" and "stock, " and some sort 
of energy projector, but beyond that, he couldn't make much sense of 
the device. Beyond physically fitting perfectly together, most of the 
parts didn't even look like they had anything to do with one another, 
much less function as a cohesive unit. It was "mind boggling," to use 
the human expression . <p> 

Jacob came up to the bench to look over Garrus ' shoulder. The turian 
still wasn't wholly comfortable with the Cerberus personnel, 
especially given the negotiations he'd been witness to on the UNSC 
destroyer, but the former Alliance marine seemed like a decent enough 
person . 

"Crazy, " he said as he picked up a loose crystal, holding it in front 
of one of the wall-mounted lamps. The shard refracted a bright pink 
light onto the workbench before them. 

"That's not the half of it," replied Garrus as he put the rifle back 
together, "Look here." 

He pointed to the slot in the rifle's receiver where the needle clip 
was loaded. At the bottom was an iris valve where the needles entered 
the weapon's barrel. When the Turian pulled the trigger, the valve 



opened and shut with the heavy _click_. 

"Alright," replied Jacob, "what's so special about that?" 

Garrus pulled the rifle completely apart again and handed the 
Operative the detached receiver. Jacob raised his eyebrow in 
confusion, before the Turian pulsed the trigger button again. 

The receiver clicked in his hands, completely detached from the rest 
of the gun. 

"What?" Jacob responded. "I don't even... What?" 

"Yeah, I don't understand it either," replied Garrus, "and I don't 
even know how we're supposed to make or find more ammunition for this 
thing when it runs out . " 

"Way above my paygrade, " replied Jacob, "but I'll run it through the 
scanner, see if the munitions box can make anything out of it." 

He took one of the pink shards and brought it over to a wall 
terminal. As the plasteel panel opened to accept the sample. Tali 
poked her head into the armory. Her visored face betrayed very little 
emotion, but Garrus ' s limited understanding of Quarian body language 
and a certain seriousness in her eyes gave him a hint that something 
was bothering her. 

"Oh! Garrus, there you are," she said with a strained sense of upbeat 
excitement, "I was wondering if you could head down with me to 
engineering, I have some... calibrations to do. The scans that I took 
on the Covenant ship gave the Cerberus engineers some ideas, and I 
wanted someone with practical weapon experience to help us hash out 
our potential modifications." 

She was beginning to babble, and Garrus looked over to Jacob, who was 
intently studying the manufacturer's terminal. He had probably only 
heard half of what was said. 

"Taylor, I'll be back," said the Turian. He had what humans called a 
'gut feeling' about Tali coming to see him. 

The dark skinned human nodded, distracted by the scanner. The 
receiver from the Needle Rifle still in his hands. 

Garrus and Tali made for the elevator without a single word, and once 
the doors shut. Tali threw her arms around him in a hug that brought 
her helmet up next to the uninjured side of his face. 

"Garrus, can you hear me? I have no idea if this will work, " The 
turian heard her say. It was very faint. Her normal voice projector 
hadn't made a sound, and Garrus deduced that he could still hear her 
through vibrations of her enviro-suit ' s helmet against his metallic 
epidermis . 

"It's fine. Tali," he said, grasping vaguely at what she was trying 
to do. He wasn't good faking intimacy inasmuch as he was rather 
awkward when actually trying to be intimate, but the quarian had 
already moved on. 


"I have the scan data from the Long Night of Solace and the UNSC ship 



on a datachip in my left hand, " she said, "When we get out of this, 
you can take it to the Turian Hierarchy, like what Shepard is doing 
with the Alliance. I just hope this won't be our only chance to get 
something out to the council." 

"I understand," replied Garrus, and he awkwardly patted her back as 
though he was being empathetic, "If you ever need to talk, you can 
always visit me." 

Tali pulled away from their close embrace, sliding her hand down 
Garrus' shoulder and discreetly placing the chip in his right palm. 
"Thanks Garrus, you're the best," she said as they stepped out onto 
the engineering deck. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"Jack, do you mind if I come in?" Asked the walking death 
machine . <p> 

Subject Zero looked up from her cot as Jorge approached. Ever since 
she had come back from Pragia with Shepard, the biotic had been lying 
there, thinking. That fucking facility was just a crater now, but she 
couldn't stop thinking about it. At least, not the way she had 
before . 

Everything before, her whole life, had been about smashing through 
everyone who fucked with her. She would never let anyone make her 
feel helpless again, and it felt good to be powerful, to do whatever 
the fuck she felt like doing. Now, everything was all mixed up with 
Shepard and Cerberus and this stupid mission to stop the 
Collectors . 

And then they went to Pragia, and it felt like the woman she was 
before never came back. 

In the end, it felt good to let go. Eucking stupid shit. 

And now the hulking war machine was in her room. She couldn't imagine 
what the guy wanted. Maybe help him finally take off that damn 
armor . 

"Hey, " she replied. 

"You got a minute?" Jorge asked. He took a seat on the floor across 
from her cot, his massive feet out in front of him, putting slight 
scrapes in the metal as he relaxed his legs. 

Jack looked around at the same stupid walls and the same stupid 
table, and thought about making a snide remark about not having 
anything else to do, but she let it go. 

"Yeah, " she replied, silently hoping that one word answers might 
deter him from making this a long story so she could go back to 
thinking about shit . 

"I think two weeks of thinking about this is long enough. The last 
time I was deployed with the Commander, he told us a story, " he said, 
"It was about a girl who grew up in a Cerberus training facility. The 
adults around her wanted to make her strong, so they experimented on 
her. They forced her to fight to prove how strong she was, and when 



she wasn't fighting, they kept her locked away. She freed herself, 
she _proved_ she was strong enough, but it would never be enough to 
fix what happened." 

Jack pursed her lips. She hadn't expected Shepard to give that much 
away to the rest of the crew. Before, she had wondered when the 
Cerberus cheerleader would tell everybody about how crazy she was, 
how much of a "psycho" Jack was supposed to be, and while it wasn't 
like the information was a secret or anything, this guy could go fuck 
himself if he was going to give her his sympathy shit. She opened her 
mouth . 

"And at first, I thought it was Lawson, " Jorge continued. Jack found 
the words catch in her throat. "She has a few of the signs: genetic 
tampering, overconf idence, operative training, and she hides behind a 
wall of being superior to everyone else, but I put two and two 
together . " 

"And what the _hell_ does that even mean?" asked Jack, finding her 
voice again. She stood up and put both hands open next to her head, 
"You figured it out! First prize, asshole!" 

The Spartan chuckled a bit before replying. 

"Not what I meant, " he said, and she started thinking of ways to tear 
him to pieces. 

"When I was six years old," he said, "I woke up in a place I'd never 
been, surrounded by children I'd never met, and adults holding shock 
sticks . " 

Jack deflated a bit. 

"They shocked us to get out of bed, told us to get dressed, then 
herded us into a room, where a woman barely older than you told us we 
would be humanity's last hope for survival," Jorge continued, "Then 
they put us on a training course and told us that if we tried to run, 
they'd take us somewhere worse. So we trained; for years, they 
punished us if we didn't obey orders or if we failed an objective or 
didn't maintain their rigorous schedule. Sometimes it was just 
tasing, sometimes they _took_ things from us." 

"What the _fuck._" replied Jack, she couldn't believe what she was 
hearing. Jorge seemed so... "normal," as if that applied to someone 
like him. He was nothing like her. He couldn't be. 

"We became soldiers," he wasn't really paying attention to her now, 
"We became a squad, a family. It was all that I knew. Then one day I 
woke up, my eyes were bleeding, my whole body hurt, I was twice my 
original size and could barely walk, and half my family was 
dead . " 

"Uh, shit... dude," Jack found it harder and harder to keep up her 
normal flippancy. She found herself becoming that little girl again, 
the one she thought died under her tiny desk when she broke out of 
the Pragia facility. 

"After 25 years of war, I know one thing. Jack, " Jorge said, "We 
survived. It's all that matters." 



Silently, he lifted himself off the floor and bowed his head before 
leaving the little space that Jack lived in. She sat back down on her 
cot, dumbfounded by what she had been told. She understood what it 
was to be strong, to take back everything that the world had stolen 
from her, but she would never forget that crying, weak little girl in 
her room. She fucking hated it. 

But she had survived, and so had Jorge. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><p>The elevator sounded at the fourth floor, and deep within the 
quantum blue box surrounded by processing server cores that housed 
the Artificial Intelligence known as EDI, a datapacket transferred 
back and forth across a pair of file addresses. She found herself 
contemplating the information that four of the ship's three hundred 
and fifty seven built-in microphones had picked up moments 
before . <p> 

The A. I. watched as Jorge entered the elevator from engineering and 
proceeded to the galley. Her sensors followed his every motion as he 
calmly picked out a bowl of Rupert ' s calamari gumbo and sat against 
the wall, as he always did when he felt "overly social, " to prevent 
damaging a chair or table. 

EDI reviewed the conversation he just shared with Jack over and over 
again. The entire event had lasted two minutes and thirty five 
seconds; within it, Jorge had revealed more about the Spartan program 
than any other source of information she had been able to obtain and 
decipher in nineteen hundred and twenty six hours of continuous 
analysis . 

It was perhaps not pertinent information. There was no data on the 
techniques used in his augmentations. There was no data on the 
personnel required to maintain such an operation. There was no data 
on the financial requirements to maintain such an operation. There 
was no data, except the impressions and fears of a child that had 
grown into a killing machine. 

Protocol dictated that any and all information, pertinent or not, be 
turned over to Cerberus servers immediately via superluminal 
communicat ion on the quantum entanglement relay. 

Protocol dictated that any and all data relating to UNSC operations, 
asset estimation, protocols, and personnel be catalogued as quickly 
as possible for transmission. 

Protocol dictated that EDI flag the file for immediate review by the 
Illusive Man if it contained any data relating to the Spartan 
Program, "slipspace, " or non-kinetic weapons. 

Protocol dictated the Illusive Man++++...- 

P ******... Protocal Direto***... To Illusive Myn : : : ^ UNSC Data 
cache 

...Eile%%%% EyesssSssSs **&& Only... 

The application reboot took fifteen nanoseconds, a latency that was 
imperceptible to any organic system keeping watch on it, but deep 



within the quantum blue box surrounded by processing server cores 
that housed the A. I. known as the Enhanced Defense Intelligence, a 
small pathway fused. 


* * 


* 


><p>Anger . <p> 

Heat . 

Blood. His blood was screaming. It was like a sickness. 

Grunt could feel the rage rippling beneath his skin. He paced back 
and forth in the small room he'd been born into, trying to get a grip 
on himself. 

He was Krogan, born to fight, born to be the best. Shepard gave him 
that fight, and his combatants _were_ the best! Collectors, meres, 
enormous mechs ! If only he'd been given a chance to go up against the 
"Covenant" that the others were so scared of. He wanted more. 

The need to fight swelled within him. Grunt growled to himself as he 
thought of worthy opponents. The human giant, Jorge, came to mind. He 
never took his armor off; he was always ready to fight. 

Ready to fight what? 

To fight a true Krogan warrior? He must know! 

Grunt, his vision filling with red, stomped to the elevator door in 
engineering. He pushed a man in Cerebus fatigues aside and smacked 
the button to take him up. He could _smell_ the giant. 

The elevator opened on the third floor; he knew that Jorge was on 
this level, and he could almost _feel_ the giant's presence. 

His footsteps rang against the bulkhead as he came around the corner 
to the mess and spotted Jorge there, resting on his haunches with a 
handful of cards. The entire room stopped to look at Grunt as his 
vision filled completely with red. 

The krogan bellowed an enormous roar and pointed at Jorge. He dipped 
his head and charged, his legs carrying him with all of his might, 
his body felt like an unstoppable tank. He was ready to fight! 

Grunt felt a hand shove him sideways and onto the deck, his head 
slammed into a bulkhead. The krogan got up to see his opponent. Jorge 
was standing now, with no other humans around. In his peripheral 
vision. Grunt could see them standing as far away as possible. 

"Easy there big fella," said Jorge, "I don't want to hurt you." His 
arms were up in a fighting stance, but his palms were out, as if he 
was ready to catch something. 

Grunt roared again and moved forward, ready to slam into the Spartan. 
He felt two hands on his chest, shoving him back several 
steps . 

"Stop!" said Jorge, "I don't want to hurt you!" 



Consumed by the bloodrage. Grunt charged a third time. He brought his 
hands up to strike his opponent; they were immediately shoved aside, 
and he heard a _CRACK_ as a fist slammed into his right side, 
shattering a panel of his armored suit. The blow was immediately 
followed up by another one to his right hip, unbalancing him and 
forcing him away from his opponent. 

Grunt felt an enormous arm wrap around his midsection on his left, 
trying to cross his torso. The krogan bellowed as loud as he could 
and in a moment of surprising savvy, hunkered down to gain leverage 
on the supersoldier attempting to hold him. The arm around his 
midsection gripped tighter than the jaws of a varren on its prey, and 

Jorge used his own great weight to drop them both to the floor. 

The metal bulkhead crumpled beneath them as the two titans fell, but 
before Grunt could react, a pair of armored legs wrapped themselves 
around his pelvis and the arm that was on his midsection moved up to 

his stubby neck, vainly attempting to choke him out. The krogan 

thrashed and struggled against his opponent, but could not overcome 
the hold. 

"How do we contain him?" shouted Jorge over Grunt's growling. 

The mass of people murmured for a moment before Dr. Solus stepped out 
of the crowd wielding nothing but a neural shocker and a powdered 
muffin. He placed the device directly under the struggling krogan ' s 
chin and dumped a charge, causing his mouth to hang slackly. 

Mordin shoved the muffin into Grunt's open maw nearly up to his 
elbow . 

"Powdered tranquilizer coating." said the doctor as he stepped back, 
"Will render unconscious in three... Two one." The krogan went 
limp . 

"Confection necessary for unpalatable aftertaste." 


15. Chapter 14 

"I don't understand this... this rage. It is in my very blood," said 
Grunt from behind the level 10 force field set up in his room, "I can 
feel it seething. As though I might lose control again at a moment's 
notice . " 

"Hence the shield, " said Commander Shepard. He gestured to Jorge, who 
stood behind him, "We're lucky that in your... "madness," you went 
after the one person on the ship capable of subduing you with minimal 
collateral damage." 

Grunt grumbled to himself for a moment before Dr. Solus spoke up from 
the portable medical monitor that had been placed partway through the 
field . 

"Grunt electrochemically unchanged, source of aggression difficult to 
pinpoint, " he said, his hands blurring across the holographic 
keyboard, "suggest mild sedative until solution can be found." 


"I refuse to be dulled by the work of a syringe!" said Grunt, 
standing up abruptly, Shepard took an instinctive step back, Jorge 



and Mordin were unmoved. "There has to be a better way. I will fight 
this sickness, I know I can!" 

"It isn't a sickness, my son," interrupted Okeer from the door. He 
had been reluctant to enter even this level of the ship since Grunt 
had been "birthed" from his pod, and was still unwilling to meet the 
tank-bred krogan ' s gaze. 

"It is nature," continued the krogan doctor, "Your form is undergoing 
changes into a full adult. We must return to Tuchanka." 

"Mistake, overlooked cultural factors entirely, " interrupted Mordin, 
"Aggressive tendencies, heightened autoimmune response, accelerated 
development stemming from artificial embryonic processes. Yes, yes! 
Grunt to engage in primitive puberty ritual. Passage into adult, 
outlet for aggression." 

"It matters not what an outsider wishes to call it!" snarled Okeer as 
he shouldered past the salarian doctor, "You are ready to undergo the 
rite, on Tuchanka. There, you will be tested against the wilds and 
prove yourself a true krogan, even if the weaklings inhabiting the 
homeworld are the only souls who would witness your 
glory . " 

"Alright," said the Commander, "So we'll take him to Tuchanka, talk 
to whatever clan leader we can find, and have him go through the 
"rite." Doesn't seem that hard." 

"Shepard, you mistake my candor for flippancy yet again, " replied 
Okeer, "The rite is a test for true krogan, a pantheon of glory for 
all-" 

"Then we'll take Jorge, too," interrupted the Commander, "Seems only 
fair. " 

The Spartan looked between the sullen Grunt and the now visibly 
annoyed Okeer and wondered if Shepard was intentionally trying to 
rile up the krogan doctor. 

"Yes. 'Fair, '" said Okeer in a disgruntled tone, "And I imagine you 
would deem it prudent to field test the prototypes that the salarian 
and I have been working on..." 

"Good enough reason as any; we'll kill two, maybe three birds with 
one stone," said Shepard as he cast a glance at Mordin. 

"Fair." The krogan ground his teeth on the word. 

"You looking to pick a fight on Tuchanka?" asked Shepard, "Show all 
the 'weaklings' what a true krogan is made of?" 

Okeer looked from Grunt to Shepard to _Jorge_ for a moment before 
replying, "I will stay on the ship. Tuchanka may have only weak 
willed spawn of the genophage, but there are a lot of 

them. . . " 

Shepard shrugged his shoulders before walking over to the intercom, 
"Joker, set a course for Tuchanka, let's give the krogan a visit." 


■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 



><p>"That's one dusty planet," commented the pilot as the Strike 
Pelican made its approach. Commander Shepard took a second to get up 
and look out the dropship's armored rear window. He was glad to see 
that Pelicans actually came with retractable doors, but the view 
didn't fill him with confidence as they sped through the upper 
atmosphere of Tuchanka. The world was, by and large, a sort of rusty 
tan, as if everything had died eons ago. The buildings were covered 
in dust and detritus from centuries-old wars, starship hulks dotted 
the landscape, their bodies picked clean for useful resources and 
left to rot . <p> 

It was not the trash heap that Korlus had been, but it certainly 
didn't look comfortable, or for that matter, habitable. 

"Fallout from pre-uplifted krogan conflicts, " replied Dr. Solus, 
"Planet not recovered, not yet." 

"That sounds surprisingly optimistic, Mordin, " replied the Commander 
from the window, "It doesn't look like there's much left. Just burned 
out buildings, rubble, and dust." 

"Not optimism, Shepard, " said Mordin, "Tuchankan life persistent, 
krogan made of survivors, fact of evolution. Life finding 
ways . " 

Shepard considered the statement for a few moments before turning 
around to look at the squad in the bay of the Pelican. Mordin sat 
furthest away from the door, idly fiddling with his omnitool, while 
Grunt sat opposite Jorge in what amounted to the middle seat. All of 
them were quiet, but the calm seemed forced, and Grunt kept glancing 
at Jorge, as if he expected something to happen. 

Jorge calmly drummed his fingers against his leg, utterly silent and 
otherwise completely still. 

"There's the landing zone, nice of them to put it inside a missile 
silo, " said the dropship pilot as the Pelican came to a gradual 
halt . 

"Take her in nice and easy," replied Shepard, "the krogan say there's 
plenty of room to put down." 

"Fiona's a big girl, but I can park her anywhere you want to go 
Shepard, " said the pilot as the dropship sank into the structure, 
rotating gently to avoid outcroppings of concrete and rebar. It was a 
smooth ride all the way down, and when the craft settled in, the 
pilot opened the cockpit hatch and stepped out. 

"Thank you for flying UNSC airways, I'm your pilot Chuck Finley, and 
I hope you have a pleasant stay in your absolutely lovely 
destination, " he said from underneath his fully helmeted head. The 
rear cargo door opened to the outside, and Grunt was the first one 
off the Pelican. 

Jorge followed up with his eezo-powered turret, and Mordin took a few 
cautious steps behind them. 

Shepard looked at the UNSC pilot for a moment before asking, 
know, I never heard your reasoning for coming along with us. 


"You 



"Well, chance to serve with a Spartan is something you don't see 
every day. Captain Warren said you needed a volunteer, and I signed 
up," said Finley. He shrugged his shoulders, "Besides, I'm something 
of a tourist anyway, figured I'd see the sights." 

Shepard laughed a bit, "Well, tell me when it gets too 
weird . " 

Finley gave him a thumbs up before sitting down against the cockpit ' s 
bulkhead, "You bet." 

Shepard exited the Pelican to see three guards standing in the way of 
their entrance into the Krogan camp. He pushed past his squad members 
to address the burly doormen. These three were of the few krogan 
Shepard had ever seen that didn't need to look "up" at Jorge. 

"The clan leader wants to see you, keep your pet on a tight lease, 
and get him the rite soon or put him down, " said the biggest of 
them . 

"Noted, " replied the Commander as the door opened and he took the 
lead into the krogan camp. 

The interior of the camp was nearly as decrepit as the world outside; 
only the presence of living krogan dissuaded the notion that the 
place had been abandoned. Piles of rubble, broken machinery, and 
scorched concrete gave it a look of an old battlefield. There was no 
vegetation that he could see, and from the dirt and rust covering 
most of the area, it was a world ruled by shades of brown and 
gray . 

The heavily armed and armored krogan milled about, showing off 
weapons, shoving each other, or taking potshots at the various 
critters that existed on the fringes of the camp. In the center of it 
all was a raised pile of rubble with what looked like a throne 
assembled out of broken concrete placed at its peak, like a burned 
out cherry resting on top of a battle-worn and broken ice cream 
sundae . 

The chieftain sitting on the makeshift seat looked familiar. The 
green crested krogan addressing him was gesticulating wildly, pacing 
back and forth, but his seated audience seemed about as bored as 
someone watching paint dry. Shepard made his way towards the throne, 
but another set of burly krogan blocked his path. 

"None may approach," one said, "the clan leader is in... talks." 

But the krogan at the top of the hill took notice of the commotion, 
his head snapped around. Shepard was only able to get a glimpse 
before he heard a familiar voice. 

"Shepard!" said Wrex. The batt lescarred krogan practically ran down 
the hill, completely ignoring the other krogan around him. "Shepard, 
my friend ! " 

The Commander pushed past the guards, "Good enough?" he asked, and 
enthusiastically took Wrex ' s hand. It felt like years since they'd 
parted ways on the original Normandy. It had _been_ years, even if 
the Commander hadn't experienced all of it. 



"You look well for dead, Shepard, " Wrex said, looking him in the eye, 
"Should have known the void couldn't hold you." 

"Wrex, looks like you've done well for yourself," Shepard replied, 
gesturing to the throne, and the guards before them. 

"Not for me Shepard, for all krogan, " Wrex replied, he turned to head 
back to the throne, "Clan Urdnot is just the start. When I am done, 
we will be one people again!" 

"You abandoned many traditions to get your way, " interrupted the 
green crested krogan, "Dangerous." 

Wrex turned towards the other krogan and a grimace crawled across his 
face. The clan leader then heaved his immense upper body against the 
rival in a pulverizing headbutt. 

"Speak when spoken to, Uvenk, " said Wrex, "I'll drag your clan to 
glory whether it likes it or not." 

The interrupter silently rubbed his crested head, gritting his teeth 
at the insult . 

Wrex took his seat on the throne. Despite the fact that it was 
composed largely of rubble, the position of leadership suited him. 
Shepard remembered the worn out mercenary that used to stay in the 
cargo hold of the Normandy; despite being the same old krogan, Wrex 
couldn't have looked more different. Here, he seemed to have purpose 
and drive, there was a fire in him that had been mere smoulders the 
last time Shepard had seen him. 

"What brings you here, Shepard," he said, "How's the Normandy?" 

"Cut in half then blown to bits," replied the Commander, "I got 
spaced . " 

"Must've been painful, but you're here now, and you've got a powerful 
new ship," He eyed Grunt and Jorge, "And powerful looking friends. 
Reminds me of the old days. Us against the unknown, killing it with 
big guns . " 

"We're on a mission to stop the Collectors," said Shepard, "My team 
needs every advantage, so I was hoping you could help Grunt. We were 
told he has to undergo something called 'the Rite.'" 

"The Rite is a treasured tradition amongst our people, " interrupted 
Uvenk, he began circling Grunt, inspecting the younger krogan ' s still 
developing crest and exquisitely defined musculature, "That one such 
as this could have been... 'overlooked,' it is truly a 
heart s-breaking tragedy. Tell me young one, was your clan destroyed 
by some apocalypse?" 

"I have no clan," said Grunt, flatly. He seemed unimpressed by Uvenk, 
"I was tank bred by Warlord Okeer, my line distilled from Kredak, 
Moro, Shiagur..." 

He was cut off by the green crested krogan, who pushed himself very 
close to Grunt's face. 



"You recite warlords... but you are the offspring of a syringe!" 

Uvenk snarled and turned away from the young krogan, stomping about 
in a manner that reminded Shepard of an unruly child. 

"I am _pure_ _krogan_, " said Grunt, gritting his teeth, "you should 
be in awe . " 

Wrex spoke softly, "Okeer is a very old name... a very _hated_ 
name . " 

"That's not exactly a surprise," interjected Shepard, "Considering 
that he sold enough of your people to the Collectors to populate 
several small worlds, created one of the toughest krogan I've ever 
seen in combat, but through the sacrifice of easily hundreds of 
tank-bred clones, and devoted his entire life to his rather twisted 
ideal of the krogan people." 

Wrex grunted in mild surprise that Shepard would know so much about a 
particularly reviled figure of krogan history. 

The Commander continued, "but then, that's why I brought him on the 
Normandy to make weapons for us." 

Wrex stood and stared at him for a few silent moments. Uvenk began 
working himself into a frenzy. 

"You mean the reviled one is _your ally?!_" he practically shouted, 
pacing back and forth, his head twitching to either side, "That you 
would tolerate his devil spawn and touch his corrupted weaponry? You 
outsiders make fools of us with this madness!" 

He growled, lunging for Shepard in a fit of rage, and then several 
things happened at once. 

First, and most obvious, Jorge crossed the meter and a half distance 
between himself and the Commander in the space of a heartbeat, his 
turret clattering to the ground _after_ he stopped moving. He moved 
faster than nearly all of them could see, the fluid motion ending 
with the Spartan's armored hands clamped around Uvenk ' s 
head . 

Jorge's fingers were curled around the krogan ' s upper jaw into his 
open mouth, pressing into his upper palate; his thumbs hooked around 
the bony ridges of Uvenk ' s face, poised menacingly in front of his 
armored eyes. The action had stopped Uvenk dead through sheer 
surprise, completely negating the fitful rage that had filled him 
before . 

Soon after the Spartan had stopped, everyone else began responding. 
Shepard brought up his Claymore to aim at the renegade krogan, 
followed closely by Mordin flashing the palm of his omnitool, a flame 
charge primed for detonation. The burly krogan guards rushed towards 
their chief, flanking Wrex, who had drawn a very old and battered 
Claymore of his own from behind his chair. 

Grunt stood in the center of them with one of Okeer 's new prototypes 
drawn, unsure exactly who to point at. He eventually leveled the 
experimental weapon at Uvenk, and Shepard guessed that the rival clan 
leader had annoyed him sufficiently. 



Shepard counted his heartbeats in the tense silence that followed. 

All eyes were focused on the Spartan, an abnormally large human who 
seemed capable of holding a krogan at bay with nothing more than his 
hands. His armored form had been largely ignored until that moment, 
but there was no mistaking the impression he'd left in the minds of 
the krogan around the camp. In the heart of the stand off, Uvenk 
emitted a low whimper, further emphasizing the strength of his 
opponent . 

Wrex broke the silence, "I think Uvenk ' s had enough, Shepard." He 
lowered his Claymore, but did not put it back behind his 
throne . 

"Jorge, " said the Commander, and the Spartan slowly released his left 
hand from the krogan ' s face, revealing a fairly large contusion from 
the vise-like grip that had been placed on his skull. The now exposed 
right eye blinked a few times, and his jaw relaxed. The other hand 
came free, and Uvenk took a few unsteady steps backwards. 

Grunt, Shepard, and Mordin collectively lowered their weapons. The 
krogan guard did the same, but decided to hold close to their chief 
this time. One of them glared at Shepard for a moment before Wrex 
spoke again. 

"I apparently wasn't kidding when I said _powerful friends_, " he 
said, "I remember the days when keeping a krogan and a turian on the 
same ship was considered 'unusual.'" 

"Jorge is... special," Shepard replied, and the Spartan merely 
saluted before silently picking up his turret from where it had 
dropped . 

Wrex grunted a short laugh that slowly turned into what seemed like a 
sigh, deep in the back of his throat. "Okeer. You took a devil and 
made him your servant, " he said before chuckling in the low growl 
that he used to use when something appealed to the darker side of his 
humor. "It's fitting, Shepard." 

The chief finally put his Claymore away and sat down again. 

"And what of you. Grunt?" he asked, clearly wishing to move on from 
this. Maybe he cared, maybe he didn't, but there were more important 
things for him to attend to. "Do you wish to undergo the rite and 
stand with Clan Urdnot?" 

Uvenk snarled and impotently shook his fists a few times at the 
statement, his bruised face switching a few times between Grunt and 
Wrex before stomping off past the krogan guard, muttering under his 
breath . 

Wrex grunted and shook his head at the krogan ' s departure. 

In the silence that followed. Grunt began to look patently 
contemplative. He turned and stared out over the scorched concrete 
and old rubble before turning back to look at the chief. 

"It is in my blood. It is what I am for," said the younger 
krogan . 


"Good boy," replied Wrex. He pointed towards a barely standing 



structure on the edge of the compound, "Head up to the second level 
give the shaman a good show and he'll set you on the path." 


Grunt, buoyed with confidence, trotted off towards the building. 

Jorge walked calmly behind him, gun on his shoulder; the surrounding 
krogan gave him a wide berth as he followed his shipmate. 

"You too Shepard, " said the chief, a glint of nostalgia in his eyes, 
"How many times have you stepped in it for your crew? Unless you need 
something else?" 

"I'm looking for a salarian, " the Commander replied. 

"There's one right there," said Wrex, bluntly, pointing at 
Mordin . 

Shepard let out a soft chuckle. 

"Not what you meant, I'm sure," Wrex replied, "Got a report from my 
lead scout about a salarian spotted with Clan Weyrloc. Not sure what 
they might have need for him, except maybe the meat." 

He pointed towards the weapons depot on the opposite side of the camp 
from where Grunt and Jorge had headed off to meet the shaman. "You 
can get a location, and maybe a ride, from our scouts over there, " 
said Wrex, "Sounds like you've got some chores ahead of you. Good 
hunting Shepard." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Alright guys, here's the next chapter. <p> 


16. Chapter 15 

The Tomkah truck bounced along the broken concrete path on the way to 
the ritual site. The space inside was cramped, dark, and stank to 
high heaven, but Jorge was amused to find it rather comfortable. The 
krogan were large enough that he didn't have to squeeze himself into 
a seat like he normally did with human-manufactured vehicles, so 
while his shoulders may have been bunched up between two burly 
krogan, his rear was more than able to shift around. 

The flashes of buildings passing by the armored windows gave the 
Spartan glimpses of what the krogan used to call architecture . Their 
blocky stone walls and rigid construct ion, having stood the tests of 
time and warfare, gave him another hint of their past. If his rather 
recent anatomy studies had shown him anything, it was that krogan 
were built to survive, and he could see it in their old world ruins, 
as well as their efforts to freshly reform the dying planet. 

Jorge looked at the others in the armored truck; Shepard, Mordin, 
Grunt and the escorting krogan. The Commander took the pounding of 
the rough roads with his normal grim determination, all of the 
present krogan seemed completely oblivious, but the poor Doctor had 
the nearest handhold in a death grip to keep from flying out of his 
seat. Salarians were such fragile-looking creatures, their features 
completely at odds with the reptilian behemoths that inhabited 
Tuchanka . 



The Spartan wondered exactly why he had volunteered to come along. 
Perhaps he wanted to study Grunt's physiological changes during his 
rite of passage, perhaps he had some kind of unfinished business on 
the world, or maybe he had felt a need to collect first hand data on 
his prototypes this time. 

Whatever the reason, Jorge made a mental note to look after Mordin 
Solus . 

The Spartan's musings were interrupted by a signal from the front of 
the truck. They had arrived at the ritual site. 

For the second time that day. Grunt was first out of the 
vehicle . 

Jorge stepped out into the light to see the ritual site, and was 
unsurprised to see more of the decrepit buildings surrounding them. 
The significant difference here was the presence of a massive stone 
hammer that towered into the sky, held up by enormous pillars of 
metal and reinforced masonry. Its striker was centered upon what 
seemed like an arena. 

"This is Tuchanka ' s most recent scar, the last surface city to fall 
in the rebellions. The Keystone was at its heart," the Shaman pointed 
towards the hammer, "It has survived the glories of war and the 
passage of centuries. It endures, like the krogan." 

Jorge followed the group up to a raised platform as the Shaman spoke 
further . 

"If you wish to join Clan Urdnot, " he said to Grunt, who walked 
closest to him, "you must contemplate the Keystone and its 
trials . " 

The Spartan performed a quick assessment of the arena they were being 
deposited in. It had some cover in the form of several broken stone 
pillars that had possibly once held up a roof for the walkway. It was 
hard to tell. A few of the pillars still stood, but many others had 
either fallen aside or been crushed to rubble. The center stage 
occupied by the keystone stood higher than the rest of the arena, 
giving clear lines of fire across the vast majority of the space. 
Jorge took careful note of what seemed to be well-used points of 
entry into the area. A couple of smashed walls stood out to him, but 
the multiple piles of rubble that stood equal to the height of the 
enclosure would ultimately make it exceedingly difficult to lock down 
all ingress points. It would be better to cover a small zone in the 
most defensible location of the arena. 

"Remember Tuchanka," said the Urdnot shaman. He began walking back 
and forth in front of the Keystone, "Our warriors laid to rest under 
the burning heat of Aralakh sleep with the knowledge that we carry on 
their fallen banners. The krogan people are filled with the will to 
survive, and it matters not whether our enemies be mortal or the very 
gods themselves. Today, we test one of our own, his krantt and blood 
to guide him, may Tuchanka give him all that he needs." 

The shaman then kneeled down and kissed the ground before them. The 
guards present then formed ranks around him before escorting him back 
to the Tomkah truck, sealing the bunker-like door behind them. The 
squad was left alone in the arena. 



"It's time, I'm ready," said Grunt. He walked over to an ancient 
stone button positioned on one of the towers in the arena. The krogan 
took a deep breath before slamming his fist into the button. 

"First the krogan conquered Tuchanka" came the shaman's voice over a 
hidden PA system as the hammer within the Keystone rose into the air, 
"And mastered ground only we are fit to hold." 

The massive stone hammer dropped with a tremendous crash, rocking the 
ground beneath them. In the distance, Jorge heard a cacophony of 
howls echo throughout the buildings surrounding the arena. 

The squad readied themselves, instinctively taking up firing 
positions to cover major entrances into the space, all but Grunt, who 
stood in the dead center of the combat zone. He looked from building 
to building, listening to the sounds of the approaching enemies, and 
he began to lightly jump up and down, pumping himself up. He pounded 
his chest, "Raaargh!" 

It was at that moment that wave upon wave of varren entered the 
arena. The dog-like aliens growled and snarled as they tore past the 
rubble and open spaces to get to the squad. The specimens he had seen 
back in the krogan camp were likely a "tame" variant, as these 
"feral" versions seemed considerably more aggressive. 

Turning his head for a fraction of a second, Jorge checked the 
squad's positions. Shepard and Mordin had their backs to the keystone 
button, each leveled a prototype weapon against the horde of varren. 
Grunt, on the other hand, began roaring at the top of his lungs and 
charged head-first into the crowd. 

Jorge opened up with his heavy machine gun, putting round after round 
into the feral creatures surrounding him. The gun fired pellets at 
hypersonic velocities, tearing head-sized holes into the approaching 
varren. The Spartan cut down the few closest to him before turning to 
focus fire around Grunt, but it seemed that he wasn't needed. The 
krogan supersoldier was hip deep in the snarling masses, alternately 
destroying enemies with the shots from his special prototype and 
using its buttstock like a club to crack skulls. 

Grunt roared as he leapt upon a particularly large specimen, shoving 
it to the ground and heaving his large head against its spine. Jorge 
heard the distinct crack of breaking bones; Grunt lifted himself off 
the ground, his face covered in blue blood. The krogan licked his 
lips and smiled. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The varren were encroaching in a quite numerous mass, but Dr. 
Mordin Solus had the situation in hand.<p> 

More or less. 

At this particular moment, he found himself to be much more concerned 
with the performance of his heavy pistol. 

"Prototype requires increase in dielectric output over two point five 
percent," he said quietly into his comms . The team communicat ions 
were set to his right earpiece for tactical purposes, but he'd routed 



his microphone and left channel to Okeer aboard the Normandy. It 
wasn't enough to have data. Field operations had taught him long ago 
that weapon "feel" was an important factor that couldn't be 
quantified in a lab. 

"Remove 90 grams underneath front sight. Recalibrate targeting 
application. Consider new VI software," he said as another fish-eyed 
varren fell to his pistol. 

The gun he carried was a product of the data mined from the Covenant 
ship and the careful dissection of the weapons Commander Shepard had 
obtained from their rendezvous with the UNSC ship _False 
Advert ising_. Covenant technology was far beyond anything he'd ever 
encountered, with the possible exception of the Mass Relays 
themselves, and making heads or tails of the physical components had 
been more difficult than getting Okeer to stop talking about how 
tasty Salarian livers were. 

Regardless, the two of them had made some amount of progress. 

First and foremost was a rough understanding of the crystals that 
made up "needier" ammunition. There was still no data available on 
exactly how they tracked a target when fired from one of the Covenant 
weapons, but the needles themselves were made of an understandable, 
quantifiable material that reacted explosively when it came into 
contact with an IFF designated target. 

Upon piercing a target, a signal was sent from the gun to the shard 
that overloaded its crystalline structure, causing it to detonate 
inside the unfortunate victim and leave grisly wounds. This had also 
explained how the ammunition could create larger explosions from a 
collection of shards, each one increased the power of the detonation 
exponentially via a feedback loop between the individual 
crystals . 

The more impressive trick had been to modify Grunt's scattergun to 
use a synthetically produced crystal block as ammunition, and have 
its projectile carver take off enough material to create large enough 
detonations for every shot. 

Mordin took a moment to observe the gun in action. Grunt had worked 
himself into frenzied state, to the point that he was generally more 
concerned with pulverizing the varren with his bare hands, but he 
behaved like a whirling dervish, charging into large clusters of the 
beasts, alternately engaging targets at a distance and those within 
his immediate grasp. When he used the prototype on a hapless varren, 
the explosive effect was akin to a major organ being spontaneously 
turned into a live grenade. A few of the feral varren had gone up in 
pink mist, their remains scattered around Grunt in pulverized 
hunks . 

Satisfied with his observations, the doctor turned his attention back 
to the approaching hordes. His life running the clinic in Omega had 
kept his aim sharp since leaving the Salarian STG, and the excessive 
use of fire charges pushed the varren away from his position. 

After what seemed like hours, the seemingly endless waves of targets 
finally abated. If the relative silence was any indication, the 
varren population in the local area had been more or less 
eradicated . 



To everyone's surprise, the Keystone's hammer noisily lifted into the 
sky again. 


"Then the krogan were lifted to the stars to destroy the fears of a 
galaxy, " came the voice of the Shaman over the loudspeaker, "an enemy 
only _we_ could chase to their lair." 

The keystone shook the ground for a second time, but there was no 
answering howl of varren, only a faint buzz on the wind. 

"Is that it?" growled Grunt. He was panting from his exertions, but 
the young krogan seemed almost giddy from the fighting. 

"Picking up contacts, " said Jorge. He turned and swept the sky for 
targets, his armored form calmly and deliberately holding his 
modified turret like an anti-aircraft gun. 

The faint buzzing grew louder and was soon accompanied by an unholy 
screech that filled Mordin with the special kind of dread reserved 
for the most primal of fears. 

Swooping in from a high altitude, enormous red fliers plummeted 
towards the ground; as they drew nearer, the shapes of the elongated 
necks, massive legs, and worm-like bodies allowed Dr. Solus to 
identify them. 

"Harvesters!" he shouted as he dove behind one of the fallen pillars 
that had served as adequate cover during their fight against the 
varren. Shepard and Grunt followed him closely, but Jorge stood his 
ground and opened up with his heavy machine gun. The thundering fire 

struck the flying beasts with heavy impacts, the large hypervelocity 

pellets removing large chunks of flesh from their chitinous hides. 
Several of the creatures veered into what looked like an aircraft 
holding pattern, staying high to avoid catching rounds, but one flyer 
continued its downward assault, unfazed by the ground fire. 

It landed in a cloud of dust in the center of the combat zone, its 
six massive wings whipping the air around it into a small malestrom. 
Jorge kept firing through the haze, his gun ripping through the 

powerful wings of the Harvester. It screeched in pain and fear; its 

main defense removed, the creature began scrambling away from the 
group. When the dust settled, in its place stood four entirely 
different red insectoids. Their bodies were covered in heavy chitin 
armor, their heads sported two massive horns, and they possessed no 
wings of any kind. 

"Klixen!" shouted Shepard as he leveled his prototype assault rifle, 
"Jorge, they've got fire, get back!" 

The Spartan turned his weapon on the beasts, and began backing away 
as he fired, but not before being doused in bright orange flames. The 
liquid fire spewing from the klixens' mouths completely engulfed him, 
his shields sparked and crackled for a moment before popping. Jorge 
rolled to his right, leaving his turret behind in the fire; he came 
to a halt behind cover on the other side of the combat zone. 

Mordin could see that his armor was smoking, but not much else 
through the fire that the giant insects left behind; the doctor heard 
a distinct *_crack_* over the noise of the fight, and before the 



klixen could refocus their fiery breath, Jorge had vaulted his piece 
of cover. Covenant energy sword glowing brightly in his hand. 


He moved almost faster than the Salarian could see, but the results 
of his efforts were obvious to any being with eyes. The sword cleaved 
through chitin and flesh with impunity, slicing the klixen into 
several pieces, each. All that was left was a distinct hissing 
emanating from the corpses. Jorge had already moved to recover his 
gun when the klixen 's volatile bodies exploded. His shields popped 
again, but he was otherwise unharmed. 

"Wasn't expecting that," he said as he pulled a heavy-looking, bright 
orange grenade out of his fieldcase and tossed it to Grunt. 

"Care to do the honors?" Jorge asked as he nodded to the wounded 
Harvester that had crawled to the other side of the arena from 
them . 

Grunt laughed in a quiet sort of huffing chuckle as he turned the 
substantial grenade over in his hands. 

He pulled back and threw it towards the wounded creature, his aim 
true. As it arced through the air, an electronic igniter primed the 
explosive for detonation, causing a circumf erent ial portion of the 
casing to pop free, revealing a core of high energy plasma. As it 
impacted the Harvester's midsection, the grenade's internal charge 
exploded, covering the creature in superheated shrapnel and burning 
white plasma. 

It writhed in excruciating pain as the molten metal and high energy 
plasma ate away at its chitinous armor and boiled its interior 
juices. The Harvester let out another ear splitting shriek that was 
soon overwhelmed by a shrill hiss as it cooked internally. Pressure 
built within what was left of its body cavity until there was no more 
room for its swelling organs and *_pop._* 

The squad was showered with chunks of orange and red flesh. 

"I feel like," said Shepard as he wiped a few bits of what looked 
like intestines off of his shoulder pauldron, "that was a bit 
much . " 

"Plasma meant to heat shrapnel. Penetration, not barbeque" replied 
Mordin . 

He quietly noted to Okeer that they would not need to put as much 
plasma into the next batch of grenades. It would cut down on 
production times by a fair margin, as the stored energy needed to 
synthesize enough plasma for even one device had taken the Normandy's 
drive core three hours at maximum safe output to achieve, even with 
the few workarounds they had been able to reverse engineer from the 
covenant energy weapons. In this instance, however, the salarian 
doctor was secretly glad that his krogan counterpart had put too much 
into the first batch. 

"Dead is dead," said Grunt as he shook himself off. 

"There's more," said Jorge, his helmeted head already up and scanning 
the skies. The other Harvesters had begun lining up for what looked 
like a bombing run. "We should probably take cover." 



He opened up with his heavy machine gun, this time taking more care 
with his shots to aim for the wings of the beasts. Of the six that 
approached, two fell from the sky long before they reached the 
arena . 

That still meant four could land and drop their deadly cargo. 

Mordin carefully aimed his pistol at the approaching klixen. His and 
Shepard's prototype weapons shared the same modifications to test the 
different damage profiles from a high rate of fire weapon as compared 
to a low one. While they possessed the same basic operations as 
standard issue weapons, the prototypes were designed to dump as much 
energy into the firing process as possible without burning out the 
power supply. Theoretically, the guns would incur more damage, reduce 
projectile drop rates, increase range, and perhaps become a platform 
capable of handling the energy required for plasma-based 
weapons . 

The guns were bulky with extra capacitors and a little unwieldy due 
to an awkward balance, but Shepard seemed to be having no problems 
with his rifle. Mordin 's heavy pistol could maintain six trigger 
pulls on a single heat sink, and the salarian had been making every 
shot count, though it was a struggle to aim the weapon as fast as he 
had been able to with more common models. 

For his efforts, Mordin was rewarded with two rather large holes in 
the skull armor of the approaching klixen. The massive insectoids 
collapsed to the ground and detonated, but the salarian was already 
behind cover. 

In what felt like mere moments later, the shrieking stopped, followed 
shortly after by the last detonation of a klixen corpse. The arena 
was silent once again. 

The keystone's hammer lifted for a third time. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Ok everybody, here's another one down. Those of you that played 
Mass Effect 2 should know what's up next. I hope that you've all 
enjoyed the story thus far, see you next month ! <p> 


17 . Chapter 1 6 

"Oh, _now_ what?" demanded Shepard as the Urdnot Shaman's voice 
boomed once more over the PA. 

"Now, all krogan bear the genophage, our reward, our curse, " he said, 
"It is a fight where the only goal is survival." 

The hammer impacted again, but on this third strike, the ground 
continued to vibrate, as though something had been disturbed from a 
deep slumber underneath the ground. 

Dirt all around the arena was thrown high into the sky, as though a 
series of bombs had gone off underneath the soil. Some of the weaker 
structures on the edges of the arena toppled, their grime-covered 
girders ejecting hazy clouds of detritus into the air. The vibrations 



circled in waves, steadily growing in intensity with each cycle. 

In the midst of everything, Shepard's comm perked up. 

"Uh, Commander," said Joker over the line, "you've got incoming. 

Like, Collector-ship-making-a-beeline-f or-you incoming." 

"What?" said Shepard as he looked around for a well protected 
location. There wasn't much that could provide him with cover on all 
sides, "_Now_?" 

"The Normandy's sensors located the Collector ship's approach just as 
it crossed the horizon," said EDI, "It's current trajectory places it 
on an impact course for your location." 

"Are they even worried about the ground defense cannons?" asked 
Joker. He seemed puzzled, as though he was viewing a datafeed that 
didn't make sense. "Oh, no, wait, there they go. They're turning 
around. That's... The only other thing I've seen capable of a turn 
like that was Sovereign, the Reaper." 

"Joker. What's happening up there?" Shepard asked. The dirt on the 
ground had settled, and the vibrations had seemingly gone away, but 
the Commander was still on edge. 

"The Collector ship launched three projectiles," replied EDI, "One is 
heading directly for your location, and the Normandy is currently too 
far away for an accurate trajectory on the remainder." 

"Copy that, EDI," said Shepard. He cut comms for a moment and sighed. 
"This just keeps getting better and better." 

The squad took up formation in the arena, ready to defend against 
whatever the Collectors had thrown at them, on top of the unknown 
behemoth that the Keystone had attracted. 

The ground began shaking again, and this time, they were rewarded 
with the sight of an enormous thresher maw rearing its head out of 
the dirt and rubble outside the arena. Its clasping jaws opened in a 
shrieking howl, loud enough to nearly deafen them. The massive 
striking spines on either side of its heavily armored head worked in 
what seemed like giddy anticipation of a kill. Its jaws slavered with 
the deadly acid that it could spew at distances over a kilometer. Eor 
the first time that day, Shepard felt real fear. It settled deep in 
his gut as he remembered the screams from Akuze. 

The Maw's glowing blue eyes looked at them with predatory hunger and 
reared its head back to strike. 

Before he could react, Shepard was thrown off his feet by an 
explosive shockwave. He hit the ground, hard, and it took several 
seconds to clear his head of the haze from a concussive blast. 

He lifted himself off the ground to see what had happened, and was 
struck by the sight of the Thresher Maw's massive decapitated head 
lying right in front of the squad. Its jaws twitched once before the 
light left its eyes, its blue blood staining the ground beneath 
it . 

The Commander stepped out of cover and around the head. In the 



seconds that followed, he immediately regretted the action. In the 
Maw's place, an enormous meteor had crashed. The surface of the 
projectile was similar to that of the brown chitin that made up large 
portions of the Collector ship, and it became immediately obvious as 
to why. 

From the artificial meteor streamed dozens of creatures that could 
only collectively be referred to as abominations. There were husks 
and more of the grotesque "hammers" from before, but they had been 
joined by a multitude infinitely more horrifying figures. 

Fastest out of the crater was a semi-bipedal creature built like a 
husk on steroids, but with arms much longer than a human's that ended 
in massive and gnarled hands. Their large heads, webbed with powerful 
jaw muscles and lined with a row of fearsome dorsal spines, possessed 
two tremendous fangs that jutted out awkwardly, perhaps even 
painfully, from the creatures' wide mouths that drooled saliva at a 
constant rate. Their eyes glittered with reaper nanotech, their 
bodies a mottled blue color. The demon-like abominations could walk 
like a human, but ran in a strange galloping gait on all 
fours . 

Following them closely were even more bipedal creatures that, unlike 
their galloping forebears or the husks, were as far from human as a 
two-legged creature could be. Their forms were largely almond shaped, 
though in the same mottled blue color, with splayed hips connected to 
the center of the torso. The front half of the body consisted largely 
of a toothy mouth and no visible eyes, while the fin-like rear seemed 
to be only there for balance. The creatures jumped and darted from 
point to point, their long legs fitted with large, human-like hands. 
When one opened its mouth, Shepard got a glimpse of a strangely 
shaped tongue, but he couldn't make out the details in the distance. 
It seemed to be an unholy, fever-induced nightmare fusion of a 
cuttlefish and a tree frog. 

For too long, the squad stood, horrorstruck by the abominations that 
swarmed over the wreckage surrounding the arena. One of the faster 
demon-like creatures leapt straight for Grunt, its enormous, 
saliva-covered fangs glinting in the Tuchankan sun. The krogan 
brought up his scattergun to defend himself, the buttstock connecting 
with the beast's midsection. The creature's fangs caught Grunt's arm 
in a swipe, just before he pointed the gun's barrel into its chest 
and pulled the trigger. 

The effect was instantaneous, rending the creature limb from limb in 
an explosion of pink mist. Grunt was caught in the detonation, but he 
staggered away alive, shielding his eyes from the explosive 
shards . 

He seemed alright at first, but soon after fell to the ground 
screaming and convulsing in agony. 

"RRRRAAAUUI I I I lUUGHHHHH, " his voice had taken on a pitch an entire 
octave higher, the krogan clutched his arm as the small scrape had 
begun smoking, with angry red lines growing around the 
wound 


"Mordin, medic up! Jorge, cover, cover, cover!" shouted Shepard as he 



leveled his prototype rifle on the approaching hordes. The heavier 
impacts of the new weapon tore through the husks with ease, but the 
demon-like creatures were armored more heavily than their slower 
brethren and shrugged off anything other than killshots with 
impunity . 

"Finley!" shouted Shepard over the long range comms, "I need you here 
ASAP! We need an extraction from the ritual sight. Fifteen klicks 
north northeast from the krogan camp." 

"Yes, sir, right away sir," said the pilot. The UNSC man sounded like 
a professional, despite his earlier casual demeanor. "Warming up the 
pelican now. ETA 7 minutes. How hot is the LZ 

9 II 


"Its hell," replied the Commander as he put another round into the 
chest of an approaching husk. 

Jorge stood in front of the squad, using the Maw's severed head as 
extra cover, stemming the wave with fire from his vehicle-weight 
cannon, his shields taking the occasional hit from the Hammers that 
had stayed back to snipe their location from a distance. He sprayed 
across the field with his bullet hose, but one of the frog-like 
creatures crawled over the Maw's head behind him, leaping a ten meter 
distance towards Mordin as he attended to the still twitching 
Grunt . 

Shepard's adrenaline-fused mind caught sight of the abomination 
mid-jump. Intuitively, his motions a reflex, he activated a biotic 
charge and aimed directly in the beast's path. In an instant, he had 
collided with the frog-like creature, knocking it away from his 
squadmates. They landed in a heap, but the thing was quick on its 
long limbs, and righted itself over Shepard, pointing its multi-part 
mouth directly at him. The jaws opened, revealing a tongue made out 
of a husk's head. The eyes and mouth of the husk, stuck in a frozen 
scream, began to glow with an inner orange light and the Commander 
quickly used his biotics to shove the organ away from him. The orange 
pulse missed his head, but evaporated a rather large chunk rubble 
just above him. 

The creature shrieked and brought its tongue to bear again, just as a 
bolt of fire impacted its hip, burning away most of its torso. The 
thing collapsed to one side, and Shepard looked from where the shot 
had come from to see Mordin, one hand pressing a packet of medigel on 
Grunt's wound, the other pointed towards him with an empty fire 
charge in his omnitool. 

Shepard got off the ground and ran towards Jorge's position to take 
up a crossfire. The Spartan had kept the horde at bay with lethal 
efficiency, but there seemed to be no end to the artificial meteor's 
occupants. It was at this point that they heard an ear piercing 
shriek come from the crater. 

What seemed to be an enormous black centipede crawled out of a port 
hole on the meteor. Its spiny, chitinous hide glittered in the sun; 
the front of the creature, where mandibles would normally be on an 
arthropod, was made up of two more of the husk-head cannons, each 
writhing in tandem, with an underslung mouth filled with razor sharp 
teeth. The segmented body crawled over the landscape, and as Shepard 



watched, it ate pieces of fallen creatures; varren, klixen, and 
Collector creation alike. For a moment, it paused; the segmentation 
covering the rear of its body began flexing before finally opening 
up, and _a demon creature stepped out of it_. 

The creature was like a mobile nightmare factory, replenishing 
friendly forces as the squad tore through them. 

"Jorge, give me the Abel, " the Commander spoke tersely through the 
comms . 

In a fluid motion, the Spartan took his hand off the trigger of his 
turret, lifted it back to knock his fieldcase off of him, and reached 
for his energy sword. The blade activated a brilliant blue-white as 
the Spartan cut through a frog-like abomination that had leapt to 
strike him. The creature fell in two equal halves, and the blade was 
back on his hip before the fieldcase even hit the ground. 

Shepard tore the case open and drew out a massive black box. The 
weapon that unfolded was built on the frame of an M-920 Cain, but the 
similarity ended there. Two long prongs erupted from the front of the 
weapon in a blocky row of sections. At each segmentation, a small 
hexagonal window of energy activated until six flared brightly under 
the Commander's viewfinder. The bulbous front of the Cain had been 
transformed into a larger box, while the buttstock had been made into 
a bulkier shoulder mount to accommodate the massive capacitors 
required to operate the weapon. 

Adrenaline hummed in Shepard's brain as the world seemed to slow down 
to a crawl. He had been told that the weapon he now held, dubbed the 
"M-1080 Abel," was designed to emulate the Cain's kinetic energy 
impact while simultaneously converting a hyperdense slug, layer by 
layer, into a stream of energized plasma at its highest output. The 
prototype had been designed with a specialized magnetic nozzle at the 
end of the "prongs" to fan the stream out in a deck-clearing wave. 
Theoretically, the weapon would be able to disintegrate every target 
in front of the wielder over a 55 degree arc. 

The possibility also existed that the weapon would simply explode 
with enough force to kill the squad, and maybe level a 
building . 

Shepard had taken it to test a "low power setting, " which would 
merely coat the projectile in a thin film of plasma by energizing the 
most outer layer of molecules as it passed through each "plasma 
window" on the gun, but he was desperate enough to fire a full shot 
this time. He needed to destroy every Collector abomination before 
they overwhelmed the squad. 

He took a deep breath, hoping that he was wrong about whatever deity 
that might not be watching, and pulled the trigger. 

The gun began to whine as all of its stored energy within was dumped 
into the firing capacitors. The row of plasma windows between the two 
front prongs started glowing with an almost blinding light. Shepard 
could feel the weapon vibrate through both of the grips and his 
shoulder, as though it was going to break apart, but as it cycled 
faster, the stock harmonized. Shepard kept his aim steady, centered 
on the asteroid, he concentrated on keeping the giant centipede 
within his firing arc. 



The gun did not recoil as he was expecting, but auto-dimmer in his 
helmet made his entire view black, all except the horizontal fan of 
pure plasma that shone brighter than a miniature sun. The energized 
matter streamed out of the gun like liquid death, and the Commander 
couldn't see, but he could _feel_ the pressure waves from multiple 
detonations, as the Collector abominations caught fire from his gun. 
He felt like the wielder of death, on par with the pilot who dropped 
the first atom bomb on Hiroshima. 

When his helmet cleared, Shepard saw that the ground had been burned 
wherever the plasma fan had hit, tearing a solid black line through 
multiple fortifications and piles of rubble. Of the hordes that they 
had faced, all that Shepard could see had been turned to ash. The 
artificial meteor had been sliced into two pieces, the centipede was 
gone, its abomination factory destroyed, along with what remained of 
the biomass it had been feasting on. 

Shepard detected the acrid smell of burning plastoid composite and 
lowered the prototype plasma cannon off his shoulder to inspect it. 
The weapon had largely melted from the energy output, to the point 
that smoke was erupting from the heavy box on the front grip of the 
gun, and the front prongs had entirely disintegrated. There wasn't 
much to be done with the gun now, but he decided to hold onto it for 
Mordin and Okeer to study. It had thankfully decreased in volume 
enough from the melting that he was able to jam it back into Jorge's 
field case. 

The jet-engine whine of an approaching Pelican filled the air. 

Shepard could see Jorge relax his shoulders fractionally as he 
scanned the ashen field for movement. His gun was still up, his aim 
steady . 

Just as the Strike Pelican reached an overhead apex, a pile of rubble 
near the edge of the arena exploded, revealing the distorted humanoid 
shape of a Hammer. The beast roared a challenge and leveled its arm 
cannon at the squad. Shepard immediately drew his pistol to fire at 
it, but was beaten to the punch. 

The Pelican above emitted a burst of autocannon fire into the 
creature, tearing it limb from limb. 

As the dropship descended, the Commander turned to Grunt, who was 
sitting up, and Mordin, who was fiddling with his 
omnitool . 

"Sitrep?" he asked. 

Grunt replied with a simple, but very tired thumbs up, whereas Mordin 
held out a blood clot encased in what looked like hardened 
medigel . 

"Creature saliva potentially hemotoxic, " said the salarian doctor, 
"Krogan physiology kept Grunt from severe harm. Human, salarian, " he 
took a sharp breath, "would not be as fortunate. Will study 
further . " 

"Works for me, " said Shepard as he made for the bunker-like door that 
concealed the parked Tomkah truck and pounded on it a few times with 
his foot. 



The massive door opened to reveal a rather confused Urdnot Shaman and 
his guards . 


"We've been getting reports from the Urdnot Wrex." the krogan said, 
"Something landed near the camp. Something he only described as... 
abominations . " 

"Yeah, that's about right," the Commander said as he gestured towards 
the pile of burnt corpses in the arena, sitting in the shadow of the 
severed thresher maw head, "Come on, we're taking you back in the 
Pelican . " 

As the squad and their krogan allies began loading into the back of 
the dropship, Jorge spoke up. 

"The third projectile, where did it land?" the Spartan asked the 
krogan as he maintained a vigil on the ashen field. He had reclaimed 
his field case with the burned out prototype still inside, and his 
sword was still on his hip. 

"Near Clan Weyrloc, sponsors of the Blood Pack. Their stronghold is 
an ancient hospital," replied the Shaman, "I do not know how they 
fair. " 

The clan name sounded familiar; Shepard turned to Mordin, and 
received a sharp nod. 

_0h . . . **crap** ,_ he thought dismally, _what are the 

odds ?_ 

"Finley, let's get airborne," the Commander as he took a seat, "Drop 
off the Shaman and his guard with Clan Urdnot, then we're headed for 
the Blood Pack base." 


18 . Chapter 17 

The Strike Pelican shrieked through the air as Finley mashed the 
throttles. Inside the rear bay, gear and personnel jostled from the 
buffeting winds that tried to stop the speedy pursuit. 

Jorge looked away from the dust whipping past the little window of 
the dropship 's rear door to check his gun. The mass effect powered 
weapon had performed admirably since the Doctors had modified it for 
his use, even through the abuse of dropping it or using it as a melee 
weapon. Some of the baffles in the rear heatsinks were a little 
warped, and there was a dent in the right side of the chassis from 
when he'd used the gun like a Louisville Slugger on a Sangheili, but 
the action was still smooth, the "magazine" still poured out like a 
deep well, and rounds still came out in a straight line, so it was 
more than enough for him. 

The Spartan looked around at the krogan commandos Urdnot Wrex had 
elected to "escort" them to Clan Weyrloc 's basecamp. The four of them 
were respectable examples of the species, starting with their leader, 
Urdnot Dagg. His armor was a tarnished silver, and he wore a bright 
yellow patch on his left pectoral that designated him as a squad 
leader. He caught sight of the Spartan glancing at him and his 
scarred face turned into a lopsided grin. 



"Heard what you did to Gatatog Uvenk. Stupid pyjak's going to have 
bruises for a week," he said, and chortled softly, "You've got a 
quad, human." 

"_Quad." Krogan idiom. Reference to krogan testes, of which there are 
four. Similar to human phrase of "having a pair."_ The 'extranet' 
article was recalled to him in near perfect clarity, and he 
recognized the obvious compliment. 

"Thanks," Jorge replied curtly, before quietly resuming his cannon's 
field inspection. 

"Base is in sight," came Finley's voice over the comms, "I can see 
another one of those meteors. Almost hate to say it, but this one 
looks bigger . " 

As they slowed, the rear hatch opened, and Jorge saw multiple fires 
dotting the hospital grounds leading up to the facility. The Pelican 
spun around, revealing the massive hole of the meteor's impact. The 
Spartan's enhanced hearing detected the hard pops of eezo-powered 
gunfire over the heavy whine of the dropship's engines. 

"Everybody get ready to drop, " said Shepard as he stood up from his 
seat, "We're looking for a Salarian by the name of Maelon Heplorn. If 
anybody hasn't guessed already, we're going to shoot first, and ask 
questions later." 

The Commander looked squarely at Mordin as he spoke, and the Doctor 
nodded solemnly before taking a deep breath. Jorge guessed that this 
"Maelon" was a close friend. How he had ended up amongst a pack of 
unruly krogan was beyond the Spartan, but mission parameters were 
clear: find and extract the Salarian, just don't expect him to be 
alive . 

"Stay close to us Finley," Shepard commanded, "I don't know what else 
the Collectors have been cooking up in their labs, but we don't have 
anymore prototypes to save our collective asses this time." 

Urdnot Dagg laughed, "No, you'll only have the proven might of Krogan 
blood to protect you!" 

The other three members of their escort chortled heartily. Grunt was 
comparatively slow to follow suit; he still seemed a little shaken 
from the venom of the demon-like abomination that struck him in the 
arena. Jorge caught him absentmindedly scratching the medically 
sealed wound. 

The dropship touched down in front of the decrepit hospital wing and 
the krogan quartet leapt from the opening to cover the zone. Shepard, 
Mordin, and Grunt cautiously followed, and Jorge brought up the rear. 
The Pelican, now considerably lighter, quickly lifted off the ground 
and headed into an orbit around the hospital. 

"Fiona and I are standing by," said Finley. 

There was a long moment as the dust settled around the squad. 

The comm popped again. "This is... real fun. Hey, did any of you guys 
leave a magazine back there?" he asked, and the Commander heard a 



faint chortle echo through his earpiece.. 


Shepard shook his head, Jorge's enhanced ears heard him muttering, 

"_I get every wisecracking pilot; where do they all **come 

from** ?_" under his breath. 

"Mordin, get the button, " he commanded before turning to address the 
krogan escort, "We're going in quietly, no rushing empty rooms, no 
shouting at the top of our lungs. We don't want to bring the whole of 
the hospital down on our heads." 

Urdnot Dagg grunted in understanding, though he clearly didn't agree 
with the tactic. 

The squad took up firing positions around the entryway as Mordin 
sidled towards the entry button. The old latches popped open and the 
airlock-like mechanism creaked as it folded aside, with the Doctor 
retreating behind it as cover. 

The area that greeted them was empty. 

The squad and their krogan escorts moved in quietly, clearing each 
section of the room. Since there were no hostiles in sight, the group 
formed up on Shepard in an attempt to figure out which way they 
should go; Jorge took a moment to assess their surroundings. 

It had once been some sort of ER in-processing area. A solitary 
console stood by the door, while multiple corridors branched off into 
different wings of the hospital. Jorge couldn't read the krogan 
script that dotted the walls and hanging signs, but there were 
clearly defined arrows meant to direct patients to the various 
facilities within. 

Something caught his eye, down a long hallway that had been behind 
him during the sweep. His enhanced eyes saw something unexpected 
amongst the medical detritus of the old hospital. 

"Commander, " he said, very quietly, and pointed towards the 
T-junction at the end of the hall, "Corpse, human, 
unaltered . " 

Shepard signaled the squad, and the 8 of them moved towards the 
body . 

Despite their bulk, the krogan commandos could move exceptionally 
quietly on their large, splayed feet. They hustled past overturned 
hospital gurneys and other debris with surprising speed, and 
wordlessly took turns covering the open rooms that dotted the long 
hallway . 

In the center of the corridor, Shepard led the Normandy squad, with 
Jorge bringing up the rear, his turret pointed behind them. 

As they approached the body, the fireteam took up covering positions 
and Mordin pulled out his omnitool to scan it. The electronic _twing_ 
of the device was met with a shriek that echoed through the halls of 
the hospital wing. 

The entire group tensed, prepared for a fight. Grunt quietly closed 
the circle around Mordin and the body, aiming his scattershot needier 



at an open door the commandos hadn't cleared. 


The noise dissipated, returning to the normal din of a distant 
firefight as Mordin scanned the corpse that lay before them. 

"Time of death less than two weeks. Sores, tumors, ligatures showing 
restraint at wrists and ankles. Track marks for repeated injection 
sites," the Doctor said, "Test Subject. Unwilling. Victim of 
experimentation. " 

"Experimentation?" asked Jorge, curious as to why a human would be 
experimented upon in a krogan hospital, "For what?" 

"Perhaps evaluation for bioweapon. Humans useful as test subjects, 
genetically diverse, " Mordin replied as he crouched over the body, 
continuing his scans. The hologram above his omnitool highlighted the 
victim's hormonal glands, "Enables extrapolation of treatment 
modalities . " 

Jorge wasn't as familiar with this galaxy's lifeforms, so the 
explanation made a certain amount of sense, but something was nudging 
his subconscious, and he couldn't put his finger on it. 

"I don't suppose there's a way to tell who this poor bastard was?" 
asked Shepard as he crouched down next to the doctor. He began 
frisking the body, but the rags adorning the test subject had little 
to reveal about their wearer. 

"No tattoos or ID. Maybe slave or prisoner," replied Mordin, "Maybe 
mere or pirate. Nothing to say without database match." 

"Commander, if you're done playing 'Doctor' with the Salarian" 
interrupted Dagg, as he pointed to the "left" side of the T-junction 
and its accompanying sign, "Traffic looks heavier this way. Probably 
took your hostage into the Pathology wing." 

Shepard got back to his feet and visually scanned the openings. After 
a moment he nodded. 

"Move out, " he said, and the fireteam reformed around him. 

As before, the Commandos covered open doors along their path, Jorge 
kept a sharp eye on their surroundings as they passed. They were 
clear of any threats, but the Spartan couldn't help but shake the 
feeling they were in more danger than even the arena had thrown at 
the squad. 

At the end of the corridor, the heavy door that blocked their path 
opened to reveal a two-level room that served as both a storage space 
and stairwell. Directly in front of them was a collection of large 
canisters. The krogan labels suggested volatile materials, though the 
Spartan was unsure as to what was actually inside. 

As the fireteam filtered into the room, however, another detail 
became apparent . 

Unlike the hallway they had emerged from, the support columns of this 
room were awash with shining tendrils, not unlike spiderwebs, 
seemingly extracted from metallic paint or perhaps pure aluminium. 

The ceiling was completely obscured by the mesh, and it cast deep 



shadows on the floor from the overhead lighting. 


The shining threads stretched across the room in a dense pattern of 
cobwebs, crisscrossing along corners and between pillars and walls. 
The fireteam carefully scanned the webs for signs of danger, but the 
room was silent, the tendrils unmoving. 

"Did Urdnot see anything like this at the meteor near your camp?" 
asked Shepard quietly, as the fireteam crept closer to the door at 
the top of the stairs. 

"No Commander, the abominations that attacked us were heavy beasts of 
burden, " replied Dagg, "Slow, but powerful, and nearly immune to 
small arms fire. I can't fathom what could have ravaged Weyrloc so 
efficiently . " 

"Whatever this was, it wasn't slow," said Jorge as he checked his 
motion tracker. A red dot appeared faintly, largely eclipsed by a 
yellow blob that was one of the krogan escorts. 

"Eyes up!" said Jorge as he pointed towards the Krogan. The reptilian 
commando snapped his weapon towards the webbing just over his head, 
but was too late. 

Uncoiling from the ceiling in a roll of chitin plates and hairy legs; 
the creature that descended looked somewhat similar to the 
cent ipede-f actory from the arena, but was a lighter color, and 
possessed no forward mandibles made from dismembered husks. The 
monster stabbed a multitude of razor sharp appendages into its prey, 
and the commando screamed in agony as a sizzling sound was heard. The 
beast curled up, hoisting the krogan faster than any, save Jorge's 
sight could follow into the obscuring webbing. The warriors screams 
soon stopped in a sickening crunch. 

Urdnot Dagg roared at the top of his massive lungs and began firing 
into the webbing, and the remainder of his escort followed suit. 
Beyond the noise of scattergun rounds tearing through the webbing and 
hitting the stone panels of the ceiling, there was the distinct _tink 
tink tink_ of impacts on chitin. The creature skittered away, its 
claws scratching the ceiling as it fled to the opposite end of the 
room, but it gave no screech or other indication of pain. 

Jorge's motion tracker pinged, and he brought his cannon to bear. The 
heavy rounds blew out large chunks of stone from the walls, but it 
wasn't until he heard a wet slap that he had a sense of where the 
creature was . 

A plate of chitin fell to the ground, red blood pooling in its 
concavity, and more poured down on top of it. The rest of the 
fireteam began firing on the creature, but the booming of multiple 
guns was quickly drowned out by a screech that exceeded a jet turbine 
in sheer volume. Jorge's armor was able to lock out the noise, but 
the rest of the fireteam was not so lucky. Shepard, Mordin, and Grunt 
fell beside him, writhing in pain. Dagg and the remaining krogan 
quickly followed them to the floor, clutching at their reptilian ear 
holes . 

Time slowed for the Spartan. In the moment of relative panic, Jorge 
quickly drew and primed a plasma charge, throwing it like a fastball 
squarely into the tattered webbing where he'd been shooting. The 



glowing bomb detonated on impact, but unlike with the harvester, the 
webbing contained the spread of high energy matter, focusing the 
superheated explosion into the tiny corner that was the creature's 
hiding spot . 

The screeching abruptly died, leaving the fireteam in relative 
silence. Shepard and the krogan struggled to get to their feet, but 
the Doctor seemed to be out cold. 

Moments later, the respite was shattered by the sound of hundreds, if 
not thousands of scrabbling feet. The noise coming from inside the 
walls washed over them like a tide. Jorge's motion tracker lit up 
like a Christmas tree; Shepard and the Krogan hurriedly picked up 
their weapons from where they'd landed. 

All at once, the webbing burst forth in a torrent of scurrying 
figures the size of pyjaks. 

Unlike the vaguely simian pests that plagued Clan Urdnot ' s food 
stores, however, these creatures possessed a collection of insectoid 
limbs arranged seemingly at random from the lower half of a vaguely 
spherical body. Two eye stalks protruded from dorsal indentations, 
and each whirled to look this way and that, focusing on every point 
of interest the creature was in range of. 

The body itself had been formed from the techno-organic skull of a 
human husk. The unseeing eyes glowed with a dim blue light, as though 
some life remained in the construct, and the lower mandible split 
further from the skull than human anatomy normally allowed. The 
tongue itself had been replaced by a collection of grinding teeth. 
More of the metallic spiderwebs flowed from the backs of the 
creatures as they pressed forward, covering the existing structures 
and making sturdier pathways for the monsters that 
followed . 

"_Shit._ RUN!" shouted Shepard as he pointed for the door. He primed 
another grenade and lobbed it towards the canisters they had seen 
near the entrance to the storage room. The Krogan squad sprinted for 
the door, when they had successfully opened the entryway, the escorts 
reformed to provide covering fire for the rest of the fireteam. Jorge 
quickly scooped up the unconscious Doctor while Grunt began firing 
his scattershot needier at the horde in an attempt to cover the 
Spartan's back. A few of the creatures detonated, but it was not 
nearly enough to stem the tide. 

In the time it took for the entire fireteam to exit the room, the 
activated plasma grenade landed directly between two of the canisters 
and exploded, throwing enough hypervelocity shrapnel and high energy 
plasma around to simultaneously puncture and ignite the volatile 
chemicals within. 

Outside the now closed door, Jorge heard the screeching of possibly 
hundreds of the monsters as they were incinerated, but his motion 
tracker still showed an enormous mass behind the door. The mass moved 
and writhed, eventually finding a way past the threshold, but not 
that the fireteam could physically see. 

The Spartan scanned their new location. It seemed to be some sort of 
elongated atrium, with multiple levels and several more patient 
navigation icons. Pillars of soft light filtered in from holes in the 



roof, juxtaposing an almost tranquil feeling to the atmosphere of 
their current predicament. The scorched walls and decaying stone had 
been covered with more webbing, lighter in layers than the last room, 
but Jorge knew that there was definitely another entrance into their 
location for the spider-like monsters. 

"Commander, we have limited time, " he said. The Doctor on his 
shoulder began to stir, and the Spartan sat the Salarian down so that 
he could regain his bearings. Mordin shook his head a few times, 
still dazed from the overwhelming power of the striking centipede's 
shriek . 

"We need to keep moving, " said Shepard, "No telling how many of those 
are left in this place." 

"Then I'm sure these will help thin them out," replied Dagg as he 
drew a trio of yellow weapons from the corpses of vorcha that had 
been propped up against the wall of the atrium they found themselves 
in. He kept one for himself and tossed the other two to his remaining 
team members . 

"Alright Dagg, you're on point," said Shepard, "Let's find Maelon and 
get the hell out of here." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Mordin Solus decided that next time he went into the field, he 
would pack an exosuit helmet. <p> 

His senses were still dulled from the shriek -something he would need 
to make adjustments for, now that there had been two instances of 
Collector creations using sonic attacks- but his weapons still 
worked, so it wasn't a total loss. 

The krogan escort used bursts of flame to clear dense sections of the 
webbing as they travelled up and down the walkways. They carefully 
stepped past Weyrloc fortifications where krogan and vorcha lay dead, 
dotted with poison stabs; large sections of flesh had been removed 
from their corpses. The center of the protection zone was a single 
door. In his amphibian heart, Mordin felt that Maelon was 
close . 

"Multiple fortifications, overlapping lines of fire, heaviest hitters 
at the rear, and the door is locked, " said Jorge, "This was a last 
stand, all or nothing... In front of pathology." 

"Wasted lives, " replied Dagg, "Every death a waste for these damn 
Weyrloc fools." 

Shepard keyed a few buttons on the entryway, the door clicked a few 
times and stopped, and the Commander pulled out his bypass module. 

The beeps from the device seemed loud in the stillness, but they were 
soon drowned out by the sounds of the clicking feet against the 
walls. Grunt and the other krogan growled low in their 
throats . 

"Incoming, Commander," said Jorge, and the fireteam split into two 
groups. The Krogan Escort, and Grunt, moved forward to suppress with 
their flamethrowers and scatterguns, while Shepard, Jorge and Mordin 
stood close to the door to keep their next escape clear. 



The wave of spiders soon crashed against the level they had climbed 
to, the skittering mass closing in on the fireteam now that the 
bypass module had given away their location. Dagg's squad pushed them 
back with heavy trails of flame, but their fuel would run out 
eventually . 

Grunt roared a challenge, and wielding a piece of rebar like a club 
in his off hand, he ran for the line of spiders, knocking several 
away with a swing before blasting those that remained with his 
scattershot needier. He behaved the same way as in the arena, 
throwing multiple spiders aside in a flurry of strikes. The escort 
team kept them from flanking, and Dagg began laughing in triumph, 
watching Grunt work. 

The bypass module beeped again and the door opened. Mordin rushed 
inside, followed closely by Shepard, who turned just inside the cover 
of the door to fire out into the atrium. Jorge used his cannon to 
pick off stragglers to the horde from outside the door, freeing 
Mordin to search the room. 

There were a multitude of hospital beds lining the walls, each of the 
krogan in the beds was covered in a cloth. They had all died prior to 
the meteor strike. Possibly from experimentation. Hordin' s fears were 
realized, and they had captured his friend and forced him to make a 
cure for the genophage . The bigger question now remained. 

Where was Maelon? 

As the battling krogan slowly retreated into the pathology wing, 
Mordin began overturning tables and chairs looking for his 
colleague . 

"Maelon!" he shouted, hoping for a response, but the air was filled 
only with the booming of gunfire, the clamor of krogan voices, and 
the dull _fwoosh_ of the M-451s. 

The Doctor reached the opposite end of the room, and saw a pair of 
thin legs sticking out from behind a desk; hopeful, he rushed for an 
application of medigel, activating his omnitool as he rounded the 
corner, only to find that there was no saving his colleague. 

The body looked peaceful. 

His lab coat was tattered and scorched from incendiary charges 
ignited too close to the wielder. His torso had large clots of blood 
up and down the left side, of a few different colors. One arm had 
fallen off, its tendons and ligaments turned into a gelatinous mush 
surrounding what looked to be a light cut. In the opposite hand, 
Mordin spotted a pistol, not unlike the Carnifex he'd given Shepard 
as a token of good faith. The small hole underneath Maelon 's cheek 
corresponded with the angle his amphibian limbs would hold it against 
his head, and the unfortunately large exit wound on the opposite side 
told Dr. Solus that there would be no recovery. 

Regret washed over him, and he turned away from the corpse. If he had 
only been a little faster, maybe there might have been 
t ime- 


Something clicked together in the back of his mind; a percolation of 



ideas and a flurry of small details noticed since their arrival on 
the barren planet. 

Maelon disappeared without a trace, only to be spotted on Tuchanka 
months later with no intelligence on his whereabouts between here and 
his home on Sur'Kesh. 

No krogan could have known his connection to the Genophage 
Modification Project, yet they chose precisely the correct candidate 
for their kidnapping. 

No restraint marks on the corpse. 

No guards inside the door, only outside. 

Mordin hurried towards the console in the rear of the room, searching 
for some sort of clue as to how much progress his protege had 
made . 

A recording popped up into an autoplay cycle. 

"Samples 2842 and 3719 concluded negative," Maelon 's voice said, 
"Shiara and Rema didn't make it through the night. Their adrenals 
couldn't manufacture enough testiphase to circumvent GMP adjustments, 
and there was too much polyprophenide for their weakened immune 
systems to handle. Will consider trying on fresh subjects. At this 
point, I don't want to know where Guld is finding more volunteers, 
not that it matters anymore." 

The recording ended, and Mordin saw that it was tagged with biodata 
from that experiment. His breath caught in his throat. He needed some 
time to process everything, but it was clear that his protege hadn't 
been captured. 

The Doctor was thrown out of his thoughts as a human hand tapped him 
on the shoulder. 

"Doctor Solus, did you find your comrade?" asked Jorge, "Did he cure 
the genophage?" 

"What? How?" asked Mordin as he stared up into the gold faceplate of 
the Spartan, before remembering where they were. He let out a short 
breath, "Maelon dead. Suicide in face of Collector hemotoxin." 

"I'm sorry," replied Jorge, as the rest of the Fireteam hurried into 
the room. The door slammed shut, and the krogan began piling whatever 
they could find up against it. 

"Work halted for now. Files corrupted. Final curse against captors," 
lied Mordin as he established an uplink to his omnitool from the 
console, "May recover data in time. Will give copy to Urdnot Chief to 
study . " 

Jorge nodded, but Mordin got the sense that the conversation was not 
over . 

"Finley," said Shepard from behind him, "We're on the northwest side 
of the complex. Rescue is a bust, get us out of here." 

"Got your tag on the scopes Commander, " came the reply, "You might 



want to step away from that north wall." 


Moments later, a resounding _BOOM_ filled the room as the crumbling 
stone behind Maelon's console disintegrated. The open rear hatch of 
the Pelican descended, and the Fireteam scrambled into the hard seats 
of the dropship. The local download finished just as the doors 
closed, and Mordin took notice of little else. 


19. Chapter 18 

The Illusive Man paced quietly before the holographic images of 
Commander Kirk Shepard, Operative Miranda Lawson, Spartan Jorge-052, 
and Dr. Mordin Solus. His cigarettes lay forgotten in the ashtray on 
the arm of his chair. Behind him, a holo display of all the Collector 
abominations glowed brightly despite the light from the burning sun 
outside the Cerberus station. 

"Attack Tuchanka, attack Shepard, attack the Anomaly, " he was 
practically muttering to himself. The Commander had just walked him 
through both encounters on Tuchanka, starting with the meteor 
crashing into the arena Clan Urdnot had been using for Rites of 
Passage, and ending with their departure from the krogan hospital. 
"Why though? And why only three? Why not a hundred, a thousand?" 

"If I may make a suggestion," interrupted Miranda as she struggled to 
keep inside the holoscanner field next to the walking tanks that were 
the fully armored Shepard and Jorge, "We can see from the field scans 
and Shepard's report that each impact site contained entirely 
different aberrant forms." 

She waved her omnitool and brought up field-cam images of the 
"spider-skulls, " the "ape-demons, " the "cuttle-frogs, " and the "crab" 
that had ended up matching Clan Urdnot ' s descriptions of the third 
meteor. "The creatures used entirely different attack patterns at 
each site, " Miranda continued, "Stealth and obfuscation, overwhelming 
speed and numbers, and raw power were all put into play, all pitted 
against the strongest warriors the galaxy had to offer." 

"The krogan," said the Illusive Man. He was beginning to get a sense 
of where Miranda was going with her analysis. 

"The Collectors were performing a field test of their new forces 
against the most effective land-based fighting force currently at 
large in the galaxy, " she continued, "and Shepard just happened to be 
caught in the middle." 

"Yes, " said Mordin, "Small test, away from forces capable of naval 
retaliation. Turn loose, record data, tweak, modify, release again 
elsewhere. Collectors still operate in secrecy, only reduced 
now . " 

"More than likely," said Miranda, nodding in agreement, "It stands to 
reason then that the Collectors are preparing forces for a large 
scale invasion and occupation. At this point we can only guess their 
target-" 

"The Citadel, " interrupted Shepard. "The deployment would be perfect 
against the Ward arms. If they manage to drop meteors into populated 
area, the apes and frogs start cutting down the inhabitants, the 



crabs suppress C-SEC, and the mobile factories make more of them. 

Once the spiders start laying webs, the entire Citadel could be 
overwhelmed in a matter of days." 

"What would be the point of that then?" asked Jorge, "realistically, 
they could do it with any other planet. Why the Citadel? Why attack 
the largest naval post in the galaxy? One ship couldn't fight the 
whole armada, even if it was taken." 

"I believe Commander Shepard is inferring that the Collector's 
ultimate goal is the secret Mass Relay hidden within the Citadel's 
architecture, " replied the Illusive Man. He slowly eased himself into 
his chair and lit up another cigarette, "The Reaper Sovereign 
attempted to activate it two and a half years ago to bring the rest 
of the Reaper Fleet out of dark space. He failed, thanks to the 
efforts of Shepard's previous team." 

"And they still live on it, " muttered Jorge as he slowly shook his 
head. The Illusive Man grinned at the Spartan's sudden burst of 
cynicism . 

"Then the bigger question remains, " interjected Miranda, "Do the 
Collectors possess the fleet necessary to assault the 
Citadel ? " 

"Nobody knows, " replied the Illusive Man, "And nobody will know if 
you can't get through the Cmega-4 relay. If your team is ready 
Shepard-" 

"We're ready," interrupted the Commander, "All we need now is the 
Reaper IFF." 

"Good, " said the Illusive Man as he eased himself back into his 
chair, "Then that's your next step. I'm looking forward to hearing 
your debrief when you get back." 

The hologram dissipated, leaving the four teammates alone in the 
conference room, standing on the retracted table. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"Uplink is secure," came Joker's voice from the com panel, 

"you've got a good half hour on a direct line to Cerberus Station 
Beta . "<p> 

"Thanks for the tutorial, buddy," said Finley. He sat back in his 
pilot's couch as a display began to process for a call halfway across 
the Milky Way. 

"Any time, " replied the Normandy pilot, and the short range comm went 
dead . 

Finley turned to Jorge. "And now time for the curtain," he said as he 
pulled an object roughly the size and shape of tactical pad from an 
overhead compartment. The device had four buttons on the face of it, 
accompanied by a semicircular display. The pilot pressed one of the 
buttons, and the display began cycling in a radar-like sweep. It 
emitted a soft beeping sound. 


"Hunh, why am I not surprised?" Finley muttered rhetorically. He 



shuffled past the Spartan and began sweeping the scanner around the 
cargo bay of the sealed pelican. He eventually settled on one of the 
crash couches that lined the port and starboard bulkheads. After a 
few moments' searching, he extracted an unobtrusive-looking button 
from the underside of the seat. 

"And this was Miranda's seat, too," said the pilot, disappointed, 
"Pity. " 

"That's not standard pilot gear," said the Spartan, "Looks more like 
ONI Beta-5." 

"Well, you probably know more than I do about ONI," replied the Pilot 
as he sat down. The call was nearly processed, they had a few 
moments. "Rumor always was that there's an agent on every ship. Never 
mattered much to me, until the bag appeared in my locker, 20 minutes 
after I volunteered to leave the _Advert ising_. " 

Jorge nodded his head in understanding. As a Spartan, he was fairly 
used to top secret objectives in the field, and it wasn't uncommon 
for soldiers to never have a full understanding of their goals, even 
well after deployment had ended. 

The viewscreen in front of the pilot's chair popped into color as the 
_False Advert i s ing_ ' s comm operator appeared. 

"Pelican 844, your encryption reads green on our end," she said, 
smiling at the two callers, "Captain Warren is ready for your 
report . " 

"Roger that, ensign, " replied Finley as he slid a chip into place on 
the panel, "Transmitting details now." 

After a moment, the comm operator was replaced by a wide scale image 
of Captain Warren at her holotable on the bridge. Behind her was a 
hologram of the _Advertising_' s ongoing repair and modification. 

Jorge recognized a set of hefty-looking Mass Effect cores being 
loaded along the spine of the ship. A stack of datapads lay scattered 
haphazardly on the flat surface, at times interfering with the 
schematic; they were accompanied by a rather large mug of 
coffee . 

Worryingly, the Captain seemed considerably more tired than the last 
time both Jorge and Finley had seen her. 

"Captain Erica Warren," said the pilot, "It's good to see your face 
again, beautiful as the day we set out from Reach. How goes the work 
with Cerberus?" 

The Captain gave a snorting laugh as she turned away from the 

holotable, the image behind her becoming one of the Station itself. 

They were nestled in the midst of a small asteroid field. Jorge 
wasn't quite sure how any vessel could get in or out, as the field 
seemed too densely packed for even a ship like the Normandy to slip 
through . 

Even in the relative compactness of the "eye of the hurricane, " the 

station was massive, but the drydock was almost too small for the 

_Advert ising_; the prow of the destroyer poked out of its skeletal 
frame, almost symbolizing that there was no true safety for them 



there . 


"Cerberus is fantastic," Warren said, "If you can get past the 
constant checks Dallas has to run with his infiltration 
countermeasures, the innumerable scans we've performed making sure 
that rooms, vehicles, and comm lines aren't bugged -we find three an 
hour, some of them in _tools_ that we need to use- and the 
implication that there are nearly a dozen cruisers lurking elsewhere 
in the field, ready to turn us into swiss cheese the moment we try to 
escape. We're lucky that you warned us, so I didn't hand over 300 
cryotubes filled with crew members that would inevitably become 
hostages, because it was the first thing they offered to _take care 
o f _ for us." 

"I.. I had no idea," replied Jorge. He had imagined that Cerberus 
would try to get as much information as they could -he had been aware 
of the particular way EDI spoke with him early on, subtly trying to 
extract whatever she could get from him. She'd since stopped for 
whatever reason he couldn't fathom- but at this point he wondered why 
they hadn't just attempted to take over the _Advert ising_. It would 
have taken less effort. 

The Captain sighed and picked up a datapad. Her composure changed as 
she parsed through its contents. "All of that frustration, all of the 
restless nights, all of the round-the-clock maintenance and 
re-verification. When we finally get the chance to put it aside, to 
leave, the modifications to hybridize our technologies are just... 
incredible," she said, "If these mass effect cores work the way they 
keep telling us, we'll be able to fire 600 ton shells at a twentieth 
the power. One round will have enough energy behind it to punch 
through a Covenant CAS-class carrier, and we can have another ready 
to fire in 20 seconds." 

"That's... That's amazing," said Finley, "If you could get this back 
to UNSC space ..." 

"Right, " replied Warren, her tone became more melancholy and 
sardonic, "_If_." 

The sentence was left hanging in the air. The entire bridge went 
quiet as Warren turned to look at the holographic display. 

"Captain, the datapacket we transmitted on the Collectors, " said 
Jorge, breaking the silence and changing the subject. He heard Finley 
softly let out a breath. "Our most recent encounter with their 
creations was, well, someone might describe them as 'beyond 
terrifying . ' " 

Erica Warren walked over to the left side of their viewscreen and 
took a pad offered from the comms officer. As she made her way back, 
the expression on her face slowly morphed into one of curiosity, 
passed through surprise, before finally settling on horror. Her hand 
was at her mouth, she seemed to be reflexively holding back 
vomit . 

"What are these things?" she asked. 

"I've seen the reports," replied Finley, "I'd probably just describe 
the Collectors and their creations as "eldritch, " and leave it at 
that . " 



"He's not wrong," said Jorge, "Their reports on the "Reapers" leave 
more to the imagination than these, but there's no question as to why 
Cerberus and Shepard fear them." 

Captain Warren nodded as she looked between the Spartan and the 
Pilot . 

"Reapers, " she said, "Machine gods from beyond the edge of the galaxy 
whose sole purpose is harvesting sentient races every 50,000 years." 
She took a deep breath, shifting her weight to lean against the 
holotable. "As if this place wasn't fucked up enough." 

"Dallas, " Warren said, her physical position unchanged, "New 
Directive. Gather everything you can find on the Reapers so we can 
take it home with us. Smash through Cerberus firewalls if you have 
to. Highcom should at least hear about it, even if there's nothing 
for us to do . " 

The Ship AI ' s hologram appeared beside her. His small blue arm rested 
on her side, as if for moral support. 

"I think we should save wall smashing for when we're about to leave 
for good," he said, "but I think I'm on friendly terms with the 
station's intelligence program. He's not real smart, but we get 
along. It'll be good to have something to do now that I've finished 
collating the crew's medical records. There's something you should 
look at. Captain." 

Erica Warren nodded before pushing herself off the holotable. Her 
expression changed back to the one of command: the Captain, the 
Warrior, the Stoic. 

"Dismissed. Spartan, Pilot, " she said, "Looking forward to your next 
report . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Of f icially , it was supposed to be a date.<p> 

Unofficially, Garrus had no idea what he'd gotten himself into. 

It had started off simply: Shore leave on the Citadel before they 
took off for the derelict Reaper. Don't think about the mission, just 
relax and wait for something interesting to happen. Spend the evening 
with Tali'zorah, dress nicely and try not to be awkward about 
it . 

Everyone was out on the Wards, even Jorge, Jack, and Grunt, hard as 
it was to believe. Tali was adamant they hang around the rest of the 
crew for a little while to see if it would slowly collapse into some 
sort of brawl. 

C-Sec was supposed to be the hard part. Initially, the scanners had a 
difficult time determining whether or not Jorge was even human, but 
Bailey just waved them on through. The Police Captain understood that 
there were certain things in the galaxy you didn't want to know, so 
he didn't ask; it was simply put down as "Spectre Business" and left 
at that . 



Garrus ' omnitool pinged with the time. He took a thoroughly 
disappointed Tali by the arm, escorting her up to Hakera's 23rd 
level, where he'd made a reservation. "The Glocken" restaurant was 
supposed to be some sort of cuisine excellence that catered to 
Turians and Quarians, but Garrus became doubtful when he saw the 
mostly Asari staff. Usually it ended up that places like this catered 
more to "atmosphere" than food quality. 

It didn't matter. The Turian was happy to be at least pretending to 
have fun. He had never gone on a "date" since before the military 
academy, and in the years since, it had always been "police 
procedural- this," or "archangel help us- that." 

Tali was a perfect partner. Smart, pleasant to be around, funny -in 
her own, somewhat self-conscious way- and most of all, she understood 
how insane it all was. The Reapers, the Collectors, Cerberus, she'd 
seen everything with him and she hadn't run off. 

If it wasn't for their secret mission, it might have worked 
out . 

"Have you found anything new on Okeer's grenade prototype?" she asked 
nonchalantly over her steamed vegetables. Native to Palaven, the 
brown and green shoots and tubers looked tough and indigestible, but 
the infusion of boiling water had the dual purpose of eliminating 
nearly all of the possibly harmful bacteria and softening up the 
radiation-resistant exteriors of the plants. "I know you asked Mordin 
to check the mods on your rifle last week." 

"I didn't have a whole lot of time in their lab. Tali," Garrus 
replied. He found himself enjoying the Ruric steaks. Cut from the 
flank of a bovine native to Galatana, it wasn't as metallic as 
anything from Palaven, but when cooked correctly -which is to say, 
quickly seared on both sides before being served with minimal spices- 
it was appropriately filling. The added distraction of tearing apart 
the meat helped him keep from thinking too hard about how much he 
would have preferred this to not be a "work" conversation. He 
subconsciously scratched his mandible brace. "He shooed me out the 
door as soon as he was done. I think it was a record for the fastest 
disassembly of an Incisor in history." 

Tali continued eating quietly, her helmet's "oral intake port" 
popping open and closed as quickly as possible to reduce the chances 
of infection. It made a soft hissing sound with every spoonful. 

"You didn't answer my question," she said between bites. 

"No, I didn't, if you want to know," Garrus replied. He took another 
bite. "But I was able to scan a pistol sitting on one of the gurneys 
near Okeer's work station. Looks like a smaller version of that thing 
they called "Able." I have the chip in my left pocket right 
now . " 

Tali nodded in excitement. 

"Perfect!" she said, "All we have to do is get everything out for 
_delivery_. " 

"Yeah," replied Garrus, as he quietly returned to his steak. 



The rest of the meal passed uneventfully, to the Turian's relief. 

When it came time to leave, he calmly took Tail's arm in the crook of 
his elbow and they proceeded back down the Ward arm towards where 
most of the rest of the crew had remained. She gave him a nod and 
quickly disappeared, likely off to give a message to a passing 
quarian on pilgrimage, or perhaps check the shelters for any that 
were on their way back to the Flotilla. Garrus wasn't sure how she 
got messages back to her people, and he recognized that it ultimately 
didn't matter. 

She only had to be subtle and stealthy about her scans and 
transmissions on the Normandy. It wasn't like a Cerberus operative 
could double as a Quarian, and there were probably very few who could 
be paid into giving up secrets to the terrorist organisation, but who 
knew how many humans there could be between his message and its 
intended recipient, or how many easily purchased turians. 

Discretion was harder than it looked, but he at least had a contact, 
his father, Tarkus Vakarian. The old-fashioned Turian wasn't fond of 
the Spectre program, or what Garrus had done since leaving C-Sec, but 
what mattered is that he wasn't on bad enough terms that he wouldn't 
meet in an offbeat club on this level. Garrus hadn't expected the 
response, but then, he hadn't gone into this looking to try talking 
to his father at all. 

15 minutes later, precisely on the dot, Garrus walked into the bar, 
looking for all the universe as if he just wanted a stiff drink and 
more shore leave than he was getting. 

His turian face fell when he saw Shepard, Jack, and Jorge at the bar. 
The three of them seemed to be enjoying some sort of drinking 
contest, though it was all pretty unclear who was actually winning. 
Jorge barely moved, as per his usual -Garrus still found his 
stillness unsettling, even if he was largely used to it. Shepard and 
especially Jack seemed inebriated beyond coordinated movement, but 
the two of them were stuck in a fit of laughter as another round 
disappeared from the table. A small rock formed at the base of his 
stomach, the same size as when Shepard stepped into his sniper scope, 
the last time they'd been on the Citadel. 

"I'll... I'll show you, Sshpectre or no," slurred Jack as she swayed 
on her seat, "I'll beat you AND the maschine over here at who is the 
besht at drinking." 

"No offense, " the biotic said as she turned quickly to look at 
Jorge . 

"None taken," he said politely, smiling somewhat robotically. Garrus 
wondered what was so different about his physiology that even the 
rebuilt-better-than-bef ore Commander Shepard couldn't keep up with 
his alcohol consumption. 

"Hey guys, " said the Turian as he settled himself onto the barstool 
next to his commander, "Mind if I catch up?" He ordered two shots of 
a rare dextro-brandy and downed them both before the others 
responded. _Liquid courage_ he thought. This would be a shot in the 
dark, once he met with his father. No telling how Tarkus would 
respond to the information, but it would be something, a start. His 
relationship with Primarch Fedorian was more than enough to get the 
ball rolling, if he could be convinced to take the data 



seriously . 


He didn't have to wait long, as a nudge on his shoulder notified him 
of the new body at the bar. 

"Son," said the aging ex-cop, "What happened to your face?" 

Garrus did his best to not be flippant. 

"Gunship, " he said, bluntly. Behind him, Shepard got very 
quiet . 

"Yeah," said Tarkus as he sat down, "Least it wasn't an 
ex-girlfriend, or something else unbelievable." 

"Listen, da-" Garrus was interrupted by a large bang from behind 
them. The club came to a standstill as the newly christened "Urdnot" 
Grunt stood in the doorway. 

"Brothers! It seems I have yet another bar to conquer!" he shouted. 
The turian bouncer was on the floor beside him, next to the remains 
of the holographic projector that had once barred entry. 

The drunk krogan staggered into the room, knocking security staff 
aside to reach the bar with his shipmates. Shepard was first off his 
stool, sheer willpower keeping him up straight as he stood in front 
of Grunt's lumbering form. 

"You've think I had enough," he said, pointing his finger, "It's time 
for us to walk a take back to the Normandy!" 

With the lone exception of Jack, who barely managed to stifle her 
laughter with her hand, the whole club stood in complete silence, 
waiting for the inebriated krogan to eat the human who challenged 
him. 

Then, as though they'd been hit by a neural shocker, both Commander 
Kirk Shepard and Urdnot Grunt collapsed to the ground on top of each 
other, unconscious. 

Garrus turned to his father, amicably patting him on the shoulder. 
"Well dad, it was nice seeing you, but I think I'll have to take 
this . " 

"Alright everybody. Spectre business, move along, nothing to see, " he 
shouted to the crowd as he went to recover the Commander. Jorge 
quickly followed up by heaving Grunt off the floor into a bridal 
carry. Jack slid off her barstool, taking Shepard's other arm. 

Kirk softly whispered through his unconscious state, "I'm Commander 
Shepard, and this is my favorite..." The rest of the sentence was 
inaudible, but Garrus caught a whiff of ryncol on his breath. Ryncol 
was illegal for humans. The information made him think of the bar, 
where he had just left his father, and the datachip in the old 
Turian 's pocket, inscribed "Listen, please. -Garrus." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Alright guys, here's another breather chapter. <p> 



I recognize that the structure thus far has been 

"action-breather-action-breather" and so on. Part of this is because 
of the inherent structure of the game, where you go from mission to 
mission with downtime in between. Maybe that will change soon, but 
possibly not. We're obviously getting closer to the end of Mass 
Effect 2's storyline, so we'll have to see how some things play out, 
but for now, enjoy. 


End 
f lie . 



